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Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown) 
by Mr_Customs Man 


Summary 


James Potter starts his seventh year with a secret. 


He has amazing friends, Sirius is always right by his side, Lily is finally starting to warm up 
to him. His life is an endless cycle of partying and drinking. So what if the Wizarding World 
is on the precipice of war? So what if Severus Snape has disappeared from Hogwarts? That's 
not James's problem. Life is beautiful, and even if it's all an illusion he wants to hold on to 
that dream for just a little bit longer. 


Notes 


Why do I do this to myself? Too many fics, not enough focus. 


In this chapter, James Potter feels... bad? He feels... guilty? What dark magic is this? Must be 
Snivellus's fault. 


Chapter 1 


The porcelain is cool and smooth underneath his fingertips. He clenches the sink harder and 
tries to breathe, but the air is hot all around him. Each gulp sinks past his chest to rest in the 
pit of his stomach, pulsing with nameless energy. It isn’t anger — or, at least, it isn’t just anger 
— but so many other emotions, too much, and Severus wants to run, to cut himself free of all 
these tangled wires that ties him to this place. 


Instead, he turns on the faucet and captures the water in his palm. He brings it up to his hair, 
running his fingers through the pink-coloured strands in an attempt to wash away the sticky 
goo that clings to him. A potion was thrown at him while on his way to the Great Hall. The 
glass bottle shattered against the back of his head, cutting into him, coating him in this... 
mess. Severus dips his head into the sink, letting the water flow over him. When he lifts his 
head again and looks into the bathroom mirror, he sees globs of the stuff still sticking to his 
scalp. He lets out a huff, brings his fingers back up to comb through his hair, and feels 
something tug free. 


The hot air churning in his stomach freezes into a ball of ice as he stands perfectly still, afraid 
to move. He gently — so very gently — tugs and he watches in horror as a clump of his hair 
pulls free from his scalp. He screams. 


“It was Potter, I swear!” He shouts, hours later, while sitting in the infirmary. His hair is 
patchy. There’s already a soft, black fuzz growing where the potion had left him bald, 
courtesy of Madam Pomfrey. Still, Severus can’t bring himself to stop touching it, to reassure 
himself that it is growing back, that he wouldn’t end up looking even more like a freak than 
he already did. 


“Nobody else saw Mr Potter in that corridor,” Professor McGonagall tells him with a put- 
upon sigh. “You can’t blame him for everything. It could have been anyone.” 


That is the worst part. She is right. Potter isn’t the only one who enjoys having a go at him. 
There is no safe place to hide, not here. 


McGonagall must feel some pity for him, because she says, her voice soft, “You’re excused 
from your classes for the rest of the day. Don’t worry, it’ll grow back. You’ll look as good as 
new by tomorrow morning.” 


Severus lets himself fall back onto the hospital bed, sinking into the downy pillows. Madam 
Pomfrey draws the curtains closed around him, shielding him from the outside world, 
protecting him. Severus draws in a proper breath in what seems like ages, that heavy ball 
resting in his stomach lifting a little as he stares at the dust floating through the white, gauzy 
curtain that cocoons him. 


Contrary to what Snivellus believed, James Potter didn't often think about the other boy. In 
fact, he didn't think about him at all. The moment the greasy git left his line of sight, he 
ceased to exist as far as James was concerned. He couldn't imagine the Slytherin doing 


normal things; when he did think about Severus Snape, he imagined that the other boy must 
spend his summers hanging upside down like a bat, hibernating, until it was time for school 
to start up again. 


And so, it took him several days to realize that he hadn't seen so much as a glimpse of 
Snivellus this past week, not until he slid into the chair beside Sirius for their last Potions 
lesson of that year. Remus and Peter had both elected to drop the course after their O.W.L.s, 
but a passing N.E.W.T. score in Potions was a requirement for the Auror program, which 
meant he and Sirius were stuck taking it for another year. 


James doodled along the margins of his parchment, not bothering to pay attention to Slughorn 
as he droned on about their upcoming exam. Occasionally, his eyes would flicker over to 
where Lily sat beside Mary, their heads nearly pressed together as they passed each other 
notes. They both wore their hair long, and the ends tangled together as they shook their heads 
with silent laughter at what Lily had scribbled on the torn sheet of parchment. Fiery red 
twisted together with inky black. Unconsciously, James's gaze drifted over to a table where 
two Ravenclaws were taking notes. That was wrong. They weren't supposed to be there. That 
was where Snivellus always sat. Snivellus and Lily, except Lily had moved over next to Mary 
after the ugly bat had called her the /-word. Now the table belongs solely to Snivellus. 
Nobody else wanted to sit with him. 


James glanced around, suddenly noticing the Snape-shaped void that had been haunting him 
the past week. 


Like the fluttering of wings, thoughts of Snape flew from his mind as Sirius flicked a piece of 
paper at Mary. Lily twisted in her seat, narrowed her green eyes at the pair of them, and 
mouthed grow up, which only succeeded in making James and Sirius snicker. He didn't think 
about Snape for the rest of the class, not until they were gathering their books and shuffling 
toward the door. 


Because there he was, hovering by the threshold, looking thin and wan, his long, greasy black 
hair obscuring his face. "Wonder where the git's been hiding?" Sirius whispered into his ear, 
but not quietly enough because Lily whipped her head around to hiss, 


"He's been sick. Don't be mean." 


"How would you know that?" James demanded, his jealousy pricking at him. He reminded 
himself that Lily and Snape weren't friends anymore. They didn't talk. Lily had finally 
dropped Snape from her life last year like she should have done the moment that slimeball 
was sorted into Slytherin. 


As if she could read his thoughts, Lily rolled her eyes at him. "I heard him throwing up when 
I had to visit the hospital wing last week." 


"Why'd you have to go to the hospital wing?" 


"Lady troubles, Potter," she answered and both her and Mary laughed at the twin expressions 
of horror on the boys' faces. Lily slung her bag over her shoulder, and with her arm linked 
with Mary's, breezed past Snape without a second glance. 


"Mr Snape, good! Come in, come in! Let me get you copies of the lessons you missed. 
Exams are coming up and I don't want all your hard work going down the drain because of a 
little illness," Slughorn said with a jovial smile, beckoning him forward. 


Snape pointedly ignored the two of them as they lingered by their tables. He slithered up 
beside Slughorn; his shoulders were hunched, and he kept tugging at his too-short sleeves. He 
might be as tall as me if he bothered to stand up straight, Potter thought as he exited the room 
with Sirius. 


"You want to meet Remus and Peter in the courtyard?" Sirius asked, but James shook his 
head and leaned against the wall next to the door to the Potions classroom. 


"I've got to give my best wishes to the invalid," he said with a smirk, prompting a laugh from 
Sirius. 


"See you in a bit." 


James waited by the door and after about ten minutes, Snape appeared, the door swinging 
shut behind him, cutting him off from his Head of House. Snivellus cut his eyes behind him, 
as if contemplating turning around and seeking safety with Slughorn, but that would be the 
coward's way out. James watched as he lifted his chin, pointing his large nose in the air. He 
walked right past James and there was a flicker of admiration for the Slytherin buried deep 
beneath the layers of cruelty. 


"I heard you were sick. You know, you should take a bath every once and a while. Your skin 
is probably crawling with plague. At the very least, it'll help with the smell." 


Snape marched quickly down the hall, as if he was deaf and blind to James's persistent 
presence. James rolled his eyes. What was this? First year? Just ignore them and they'll go 
away, Sev. Ha, like that ever worked, and besides, Snivellus could never ignore him no matter 
how hard he tried. 


"I can't believe you faked an illness just for attention. You can't make Lily feel sorry for you 
just because you've got the sniffles. She wouldn't even care if you died—" 


Snape's robes billowed around him in an arc as he spun on his heel, his wand already up and 
firing a spell. James dove out of the way, pulling his own wand from his holster, but by the 
time he had it out and pointed forward, Snape was long gone. He could hear the sound of his 
boots against the hard stone as the boy ran. 


The urge to give chase pulsed through James, but he reigned in that base, primitive instinct. 
He had a much better idea. James pulled out the Marauders Map from his bag and watched 
the dot labeled Severus Snape flee into a bathroom. 


The panic is overwhelming. He wants to keep running. He wants to run out of the castle, and 
over the grounds, straight into the Forbidden Forest. He wants to keep running and never 
stop. Severus flicks his wand and flings open every stall door, ensuring that he is well and 


truly alone. They're all empty. Severus wraps his arms around his stomach, trying to calm his 
racing heart. 


He can't do this anymore. He can't. It was stupid to even try. He should just go back to the 
infirmary. It's safe there. Madam Pomfrey might be young, but she's protective of her 
patients. He can take his exams in bed. He just needs a reason to go back. 


Severus goes for one of the sinks, looks at the pale, sickly face staring back at him, and 
shoves two fingers down his throat. 


James could hear gagging noises from behind the bathroom door. There was a twinge in his 
chest, a small worry of, Maybe he really is sick that he ruthlessly smothers. So what if he is 
sick? That's not James's problem. And, anyway, the git had this coming, always acting like he 
was so much smarter, so much better than the rest of them when all he was is a poor, dirty 
half-blood. 


James silently opened the bathroom door, cracking it just enough to peek inside. Snape was 
standing in front of a sinks and it looked like he had half his hand down his throat. Black eyes 
widened for just a moment and then his long, potion-stained fingers were pulling free, a rush 
of vomit flowing out behind them. 


"He's not sick, Professor!" James said later that evening when he heard Snape had been re- 
admitted to the hospital wing. "He's doing it to himself! I watched him the whole time! He 
forced himself to throw up!" 


"And why were you watching him to begin with!?" Professor McGonagall demanded, 
picking up her inkpot and slamming it back on her desk for emphasis. James flinched in his 
seat. She was leaning over her desk, her hand white with rage as she clenched at the inkpot. 
She brought it back down again and James thought it would surely shatter and ink would spill 
from between her stiff fingers. 


"Merlin's beard, Potter, you're seventeen years old! You're too old to keep doing this! Just 
leave that poor boy alone!" 


James leaned forward, trying to make her understand. "But he's lying—" 


"I don't care! I. Do. Not. Care. The fact that he's hurting himself is reason enough to send him 
to the infirmary! Mr Potter, you have a first rate mind. For once in your life, use it and just 
think. What could he possibly gain from doing this? What nefarious reason have you cooked 
up for him? No one wants to hurt. No one wants to be in pain. If he is doing this to himself 
then he needs help, not condemnation." 


James knew exactly why Snivellus was doing this. He was obviously trying to make James 
look like the bad guy. Poor, pitiful Snivellus wanted everyone to feel sorry for him. He 
probably thought Lily would rush to his side if she believed he was really sick. James wasn't 
going to allow it. Snape couldn't get away with this. He was going to expose the Slytherin for 
the fraud he was. 


He laid in bed that night, planning, sometimes pulling out the Marauders Map to stare at the 
dot hovering in the infirmary. He needed proof that Snape was lying. Maybe the next time he 
tried to slink off to the restroom, James could convince a prefect to follow him. Not Remus. 
McGonagall wouldn't believe Remus any more than she believed him, not when it came to 
Snape. Maybe Lily. He could tell her... tell her that he's breaking the rules or something. 
Making yourself throw up just to get out of class had to be against school rules. Or at least, it 
should be. 


He smiled and laughed and joked all throughout the next day, waiting, plotting. Snivellus 
couldn't stay holed up in the hospital wing forever. He had to come out eventually, and when 
he did James would make sure everyone knew just how pathetic he was. He wasn't going to 
let the greasy git manipulate Lily or anybody else. 


But Snape didn't show up. Not that day or the next. James double-checked the Marauders 
Map and found his name missing from it. He scoured the hospital wing, the dungeons, the 
library— all the places Snivellus liked to haunt. But he's gone. 


He still has to take his exams, James thought to himself. He'll be back. He wouldn't want to 


fail. 


James tried to keep his eyes on the test in front of him. He needed a good grade if he wanted 
to get into the Auror program, but his eyes kept straying to Snape's empty table. Maybe he 
got a deferment. That had to be it. Snivellus only cared about two things: Lily, and his grades. 
He wouldn't flunk sixth year just out of a desperate attempt to make people feel sorry for him. 


Severus knows the game is up when Slughorn comes to talk to him. He's sitting on one of the 
hospital beds, pulling at an errant thread on the blanket, while Slughorn awkwardly shifts his 
bulk in the too-small chair. "Can you tell me why you did it?" He finally asks. 


Severus shrugs. What does it matter? He feels like a man who's been blindfolded and pressed 
against a wall, waiting for the execution squad to lift their rifles and fire. He can hear them 
fiddling with their triggers, toying with him in his last seconds of life. Just send him back to 
class and be done with it. 


"Is it... are you afraid you're overweight?" 


Severus can't help it. He huffs out a laugh. Would it matter if he was? He is ugly. He will 
always be ugly. Skinny or fat, it won't make any difference. He is repulsive. 


"Madam Pomfrey is an excellent mediwitch, but she's no mind healer. She has suggested you 
be sent to St Mungo's for evaluation. You are seventeen years old, you're of age, which means 
the decision is up to you, not your parents. What do you think, Severus? Is that something 
you are willing to do?" 


Hah, he wonders what the healer will say when they find out he's been throwing up because 
he's scared. Like a baby. Whatever. It gives him a few more days of freedom, and Severus is 
willing to take it. "Sure," he says, with a nonchalant shrug, and Slughorn looks so pleased, so 
eager to wash his hands of the whole affair. 


Severus has only ever been to St Mungo's once, when he was very little. He had somehow 
found where his mother had hidden her wand. He doesn't remember what happened, he only 
has a foggy memory of pain, of wizards hovering over his bedside, casting spells. This time 
he is taken to a different wing, one painted in a bright, soothing blue, with a small courtyard 
attached. Severus watches from the window as several white-robed patients wander through 
the valleys of roses with glassy eyes and blank smiles. 


"Severus," Dr Seward says, pulling his attention away from the window and back to the man 
sitting behind the desk. "I know you don't trust me. You haven't any reason to yet. You don't 
have to talk if you don't want to. I only want to ask— do you plan on hurting yourself when 
you leave here?" 


"It doesn't hurt at all. It's very easy." 
"Let me rephrase then: do you plan on making yourself sick?" 


"Not now that I know it won't work anymore," Severus says with a roll of his eyes. "I'll think 
of something else." 


"Something else?" Dr Seward echoes. "Something worse?" 
Severus shrugs. "Maybe." 
"What is it that you're trying to achieve by doing this?" 


"It's the only way I can be safe," he mutters, casting his eyes out the window again. He envies 
the patients, protected and coddled in this little bubble. Severus has never had that. He just 
wants to rest. He's sick of watching shadows. 


"There must be another way," Dr Seward insists, but Severus is already thinking, turning the 
idea over in his head as he continues to watch the patients on their daily walks, the deep red 
roses bowing in the breeze as they pass. He's of age. He can do it. It won't be forever, just 
long enough to get his strength back. He can sign out and leave whenever he wants. 


Severus voluntarily has himself committed, and the only emotion he feels is relief at not 
having to go back. Not to Hogwarts, or Spinner's End, or anywhere else. What could the 
outside world possibly offer him except more pain and despair? He has no one and nothing: 
no friends, no prospects, no family. He just wants to hide. For a little while, at least. 


A strange, bubbling rage crashed over James as he tore through the school's medical records, 
his invisibility cloak half-way off his head and pooling on the floor as he sat crossed-legged 
in the middle of Pomfrey's office. 


It was all a ruse. A pitiful act. Snivellus just wanted everyone to feel sorry for him, but James 
refused to go along with it. He wasn't going to feel guilty over a tantrum. How dare Snape 
miss his exams. How dare he miss the end of term feast. How dare he make Lily feel sad. 


James had seen the way her green eyes had cut across the Great Hall, searching, always 
looking for that skinny, sallow-skinned boy. And when she couldn't find him, those eyes 
would turn on James, flashing. But it wasn't his fault. He did nothing wrong. It was Snivellus; 
he was manipulating her. Manipulating Lily, and McGonagall, and everyone else. 


James found Snape's file, and he noted the thickness of it— 1t was twice as big as most others. 
He flipped through it, skimming the past few weeks, searching for the proof he needed. 


What he found instead was a series of notes written in Pomfrey's cramped hand. Bulimia. 
Self-harm. St Mungo's. Voluntary commitment. 


Snape wasn't coming back. 


James placed the file back in the cabinet and slipped away to Gryffindor Tower. He needed 
sleep. The train would arrive at Hogsmeade bright and early to take them all back home for 
summer holidays. James let his cloak drop on top of his half-packed trunk as he tip-toed 
inside his dorm. He glanced at the clock. It was nearly three in the morning. 


"Jamie?" Sirius's sleep-thick voice whispered through the dark. "Where've you been?" 


"Nowhere. Go back to sleep," James whispered. Sirius looked as if he was about to protest, 
frowning groggily at the James-shaped shadow standing in the middle of the room, but sleep 
won out and he let himself drop back down on his pillow. 


James shucked off his shoes and fell into bed while still wearing his uniform. His stomach 
was twisting into painful knots, and he didn't understand why. This was a good thing. 
Snivellus was finally out of his hair for good. The Slytherin was an obvious nutcase. His 
obsession with the Dark Arts probably drove him to madness. /f-you gaze into the abyss, the 
abyss gazes also into you. Snape brought this all onto himself. James wasn't going to feel 
sorry for him. 


He laid there, beneath the covers, all night, his mind replaying that last moment he saw 
Snape. 


"Are you feeling okay?" Remus asked as they boarded the train. "You've barely said two 
words all morning." 


"Well, late night strolls will tire you out," Sirius said with a grin and he turned to look at 
James. "So? Aren't you going to tell us what you've been up to?" 


"Just trying to figure out what happened to our favourite grease stain." James forced himself 
to smile back. 


Sirius cackled. "Ten galleons he's been expelled. The nasty git has always been into Dark 
shit. That spell he cast at you at the lake last year could have taken your ear off." 


James laughed along and crammed inside the compartment with Sirius, Remus, and Peter 
bringing up the rear. They had long forgone Exploding Snap or Gobstones, or any of those 


other kid games in favour of poker. Sirius expertly cut the deck, dealing himself, James, and 
Peter into the game. 


"Come on, Moony, don't you want to get in on this?" 


Remus snorted as he flipped through a book. "I'm pants at it. I might as well throw my sickles 
out the window now, save myself some trouble." 


"We can always play strip poker," Sirius said, waggling his eyebrows up at Remus. 
"That's not as appealing as you think it is." 


Peter won three out of four games by the time the train rolled into London. He raked his 
winnings into a bag, a pleased smile tugging at his lips. "It's not fair," Sirtus whined as he 
threw down his cards. 


"Sorry, mate, but you can't bluff to save your life," James said, patting his shoulder, before 
standing up and gathering his things. "You wear your heart on your sleeve." 


"You want to hang around before heading back to your house?" Sirius asked hopefully as he 
shrank his trunk. 


"You go on ahead. I'm going to pick something up for my Mum's birthday and be there soon." 
James waved goodbye to the others and bounded from the train, not bothering to wait for a 
reply. Sirtus would suggest shopping together — he was, after all, living with the Potters — but 
James had something he needed to do on his own, something he knew the others wouldn't 
understand. 


He went to St Mungo's. 


"I'm sorry, but if you aren't registered as his guardian or power of attorney, there is nothing in 
his file that permits me to release any medical information to you," the witch at the front desk 
succinctly informed him. Behind her was a barred door that was kept locked. To keep the 
crazies trapped inside, James thought. Snape isn't crazy. He's just a drama queen. 


"Can you at least tell him he has a visitor?" 
"Mr Snape has made it quite clear that he does not want to receive any visitors." 


James drummed his fingers on his desk. He wasn't used to being told no. "Let me speak to 
someone in charge." 


"Mr Potter, this is a matter of law. It's called patient confidentiality. This is a hospital, not a 
shop. You can't snap your fingers here and have whatever you desire brought to you on a 
silver platter." 


James was getting antsy. That sick, twisted feeling in his stomach was getting worse. "How 
are the facilities?" He asked. "Does Snape have his own private room? Is the food good?" 


"Mr Potter—" 


"I know he doesn't have any money. He's here on charity and Ministry programs, isn't he? 
Look, I'm willing to pay for the best treatment. Here, this is my personal account at Gringotts. 
Let Snape charge whatever he wants. You don't even have to tell me what the expenses are if 
that breaks the rules. You can do that, can't you?" 


The witch took the account information with a dubious expression. "Just because you're 
paying for treatments does not give you any special privileges," she warned. 


"That's fine. Just... don't tell him it's me." 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


Every rich person I've ever met was at least a little weird. You can't convince me that 
James Potter isn't anything other than a spoiled, oblivious weirdo who has no idea how 
to properly interact with human beings who are not also spoiled, oblivious weirdos. 


Let's play spot the Dragin Age quote! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


James was a /ittle drunk the next time he arrived at St Mungo’s. 


It was some time after midnight. He stumbled around underneath the invisibility cloak. His 
feet were a little too fast for his brain to keep track of, and they kept moving in different 
directions than where James had originally intended to go. Damn... Sirius... must have cast a 
Jelly Legs Jinx on me, he thought as he more or less collapsed against the locked door that 
separated this wing from the rest of the hospital. All it took was a simple Alohomora to 
unlock it, and James wondered at that, that it should be so easy, but then he found himself 
standing in the middle of the Janus Thickey Ward. 


The lights were off, and it was quiet. The patients were asleep. They were lined up one after 
the other in a long hallway with no privacy save for a thin curtain around their beds. The 
walls were taped over with photographs and Get Well Soon! cards. What a laugh. The only 
way they would ever leave this place was in a coffin. They were lifers. 


James slunk past the nurse’s station, heading up one floor above. This place was a little nicer. 
There were private rooms for the patients, in addition to a dining hall, a gym, and even an art 
room. Snape 5 living the high life, James thought with a snort as he passed by each room, a 
placard with the patient’s name taped to every door. 


He came to a stop when he spotted S. Snape. 


James knocked and waited. Then he knocked again, a little louder this time. “Snape. It’s me. 
James Potter.” No answer. 


“Look, you're probably wondering why I’m here,” he said. He hoped he wasn’t mumbling. 
Was he mumbling? “I wanted to keep it a secret. Anonymous, you know? But I have to talk 
to you. I’m the one paying your bill. Did you know that? Did the nurse tell you? It’s true. 
See? I'm not a bad person.” 


No answer. James let his forehead rest against the cool wood. It soothed the headache that 
had suddenly bloomed between his eyes. “You’re probably wondering why I’m bothering. 
Truth is, I don’t really know either. I just... It was weird, having you disappear like that all of 


a sudden. You’re not supposed to do that. You always gave as good as you got. Come on, 
what’s the matter? You can’t handle a couple of pranks anymore?” 


Silence. “You’ve missed your exams. The great Severus Snape — the child prodigy — has 
flunked all his classes,” James taunted when his earlier words proved ineffective. “You'll 
have to repeat sixth year when you go back in the fall. You’ll be back, of course. You’re 
probably only here because you’re sick of whatever gutter you live in during the summer. I 
read Oliver Twist once. Is that how some Muggles really live? Did your house even have 
running water? You always came back to school looking greasier than usual. Well, my 
money’s paying for everything here. This is your chance to live it up. Have fun. Go wild. Buy 
some new clothes. Order lobster thermidor for dinner. Have you ever had lobster thermidor? 
No, I don’t suppose you have. 


“T’ve always admired your backbone,” James continued, huffing out a little laugh. “I know 
you probably don’t believe me, but it’s true. You came up with some good pranks too. Do 
you remember when you charmed Sirius's bag to hold a literal lake? He nearly drowned 
trying to find his homework, and when he turned his bag inside out and the entire 
Transfiguration classroom flooded— that was really advanced magic. It was inspired. Sirius is 
still pissed about it. Snape? Can you hear me?” 


James pressed his ear against the door. Not a sound came from it. He tried the knob only to 
find it was locked and this time Alohomora did nothing to rectify it. “Snape!” He banged on 
the door with his fist. “I know you’re in there! I’m paying for this, the least you can do is talk 
to me face to face!” Still no answer. “Maybe I'll change my mind! Is that what you want? Do 
you want to be downstairs, squeezed in-between forty other patients all crammed together!? 
You should be kissing my boots!” He pounded on the door for another minute, before giving 


up. 
The next time James snuck into St Mungo’s, he was decidedly more sober. 


“Look, Snape,” he said from the other side of the closed door. He was trying for 'reasonable' 
this time. “I don’t like to admit it, but you’re fucking smart. You’re a lot of other things, too. 
You’re ugly, and bad-tempered, and a creepy git, but no one can deny you’re a genius. Are 
you seriously going to throw away your education because of a little teasing? You don’t 
belong in here. You’re not crazy. You’re just... weird. And evil. Look, I got you something.” 
He knelt down on the ground and pulled out a stack of papers from his bag. “These are prep 
exams for the N.E.W.T.s. If you apply yourself, you can take them on time with the rest of 
us.” He shoved the exam under the door. 


A few seconds later, the exam was shoved back. The edge of the paper fluttered against 
James’s knee. 


“Are you serious, Snape? Are you that childish? This is your future! Now stop acting like a 
baby and take it.” He pushed it underneath the crack once more. 


And Snape tossed it back. 


“You know what? Fine! I don’t care! Nobody will want to hire a psychopath who’s been 
committed anyway! You don’t have a future! You might as well stay in there and never come 


(7? 


out 
“Ts someone here?” A voice called out from the other side of the ward. 


“Shit,” James swore as he tugged on his cloak, making sure every inch of him was covered, 
before heading back down the stairs. 


James vowed he wouldn’t visit again. Snape could rot for all he cared. He had an entire, 
glorious summer waiting for him. He wouldn’t spend it hanging around a madhouse. This 
was it; this was his last summer before his final year at Hogwarts. He was seventeen, he had 
his apparition license, he was rich— he could go anywhere in the world. Nothing could stop 
him. 


"Welcome, welcome to my humble lodgings," Sirius said as he opened the door and bowed 
grandly, ushering James and Remus and Peter into the large London apartment Sirius had 
purchased with his Uncle Alphard's inheritance. 


Remus let out a whistle as he circled the grand foyer. Parquet floors, floor to ceiling 
windows, a chandelier. All it needed was furniture. So far, the only objects in the room was a 
Muggle turntable, a milk crate full of records, and a couch shaped like a pair of bright red 
lips. "How much did this cost you, Pads?" Remus asked, taking in the view. 


"A gentleman never discusses money," Sirius said as he waved them deeper into his own 
home. 


"You know you didn't have to do this, right?" James said as he let himself drop down on his 
best friend's brand new bed. "My parents would have loved for you to stay however long you 
wanted." 


"I know," Sirius said as he sat next to James, close enough so that their thighs touched. "But I 
needed to do this. I want to prove to my mother that I don't need her or anyone else to take 
care of me. That she didn't win when she kicked me out." 


James patted his knee. "If you're going to do this you should do it because you want to, not 
to spite your mother or anything." 


"This isn't all about her!" 


"Good, because, you know, I don't think she really cares, and I hate to see you get worked up 
like this about a woman who's never going to give you the attention you want." 


Sirius looked away and an awkward silence descended on the group, only breaking when a 
knock was heard from the front door, followed by a woman's voice calling out, "Hello?" 


Sirius immediately jumped up. "That'll be the girls!" 


"Girls?" 


Sirius came back with Mary and Lily in tow, the latter of whom was carrying a bottle of 
wine. "Housewarming gift," she said. "Where should I put it?" 


"In the kitchen. Just through that door there." 


She and Mary disappeared, and James turned to Sirius. He was sure his face was red from the 
grin on Sirius's face. His fingers automatically flew up to his hair, mussing it up. He wished 
Sirius had a mirror. "You invited Lily here? Lily actually came?" He didn't know which was 
more surprising. 


Sirius grinned. "Girls Jove looking at houses, of course they'd want to see my new place. 
They're probably poking around in my cabinets right now." 


As if on cue, Lily's voice rang out, "Black, why do you only have alcohol and cream cheese 
in your kitchen?" 


They ended up opening the bottle of wine, and because Sirius had no glassware they passed it 
between them. Lily and Mary made a valiant effort at wiping the top with their sleeves before 
taking a swig, but they eventually gave it up. 


"One bottle between six people does not go very far," Sirius complained. His grey eyes 
suddenly lit up with mischief. "Sabrina Selwyn's having a ball tonight, to introduce her to 
society. It's a Pureblood thing, basically announcing she's now eligible for marriage. We 
should go!" 


"A ball?" Lily asked incredulously, as she took another swallow before handing the rest to 
Peter. "Like a real petticoat-and-tiara ball? I swear, every time | talk to a Pureblood I feel like 
I'm stepping into a Charles Dickens novel." 


James, who was a little buzzed by this point, pointed at her and shouted, "Oliver Twist! I read 
that one!" 


"Yes, Potter, good job. Charles Dickens did, in fact, write Oliver Twist," Lily said in her most 
patronizing voice while patting the top of his head. James preened under her touch. 


"Come on, James and I got invitations, we should all go," Sirius insisted. 


"Despoiling sacred Pureblood traditions with my inferior breeding?" Lily said with a grin. 
"T'm in." 


"Haha, me too. This is going to be great," Mary crowed. 


They got to work stripping Sirius's brand new bed of his sheets. Lily tied the top sheet over 
one shoulder so that it looked like a toga. James helped transfigure it into a beautiful, 
Grecian-style ballgown. Lily ran her fingers through her red hair and gave a twirl. "How do I 
look?" 


"Beautiful, as always, my lady," James said, sweeping into a bow. He took her hand and 
planted a kiss on her knuckles. 


"Thank you, good sir," Lily said, dipping into a curtsy. 


"I need more pouf!" Mary shouted from where she stood in the middle of Sirius's bed, 
bouncing slightly, as Remus and Sirtus added more and more layers to her transfigured skirt. 
"I want to be festooned in ruffles!" 


Peter had made off with Sirtus's quilted bedspead. He was supposed to transfigure it into a 
tuxedo with tails, but he had instead opted for an old-fashioned military jacket. The quilted 
pattern was still clearly visible, making the whole thing large and puffy so that his shoulders 
looked nearly twice the size they actually were. James got a face full of satin as Peter 
shouldered his way in-between him and Lily. 


"Excuse me, excuse me," Peter said in his most pompous voice. "I'm just... so manly." 
"We're going to get kicked out immediately," Lily said. 
James laughed. "That's assuming they let us in through the front door." 


They kept drinking. By the time they were due to arrive at the ball, the world had become 
slightly fuzzy and muted. James was holding onto Lily and Peter, and Sirius had Mary and 
Remus as they apparated with their friends to the Selwyn manor near Gloucester. James and 
Sirius had been here before with their families. By Pureblood standards, it was a modest 
country home, but their friends all stared up at the sprawling Gothic mansion with open 
mouths. 


There came what sounded like fireworks going off all around them as more wizards and 
witches apparated onto the grounds. A line of carriages were making their way around the 
drive. Silence had descended on the group. Remus and Peter, though half-bloods, had no 
more experience with this world than the two Muggleborns with them, and all four were 
starting to look nervous. 


"Don't be scared, no one here bites," James said with a smile. 
"Except my mother, and she never shows up for these sorts of things," Sirtus laughed. 


"What do I do? Do I curtsy? Do I shake hands?" Lily hissed. "Oh God, all the women are 
wearing evening gloves, except for me." 


"You harlot, tempting these good, upstanding men with your well-shaped wrists," James 
teased. 


"Is there a buffet?" Peter asked. 


Sirius burst into laughter. "No, no, absolutely not. It's always a formal dinner, followed by 
dancing." 


"Wait, wait, which one is the salad fork and which is the dinner fork? Are there more forks 
that I need to know about?" Remus asked, looking ready to bolt. 


"Just start from the outside and work your way in," James advised him, patting him on the 
shoulder. 


Despite James's prediction, the double doors opened for them. They had missed supper — and 
James couldn't help but feel a little relieved at that, herding a group of drunk commoners 
through the rigors of fine dining sounded more taxing than what it was worth — and the 
dancing was in full swing. 


They passed by several different drawing rooms — the Crimson Room, the Emerald Room, 
and the Chinoserie Room where the walls were papered in painted silk and little birds flitted 
through blossoms. Exotic ferns in Chinese vases dotted the corridors. 


And then they were stepping into the grand ballroom that also doubled as an art gallery when 
not in use. Classical paintings from the Continent dotted the walls and in the back, at the 
place of honor, near an enchanted piano playing a waltz, was a marble statue of Ruth 
Gleaning. 


"Sirius Black! I didn't think you'd come!" Sabrina Selwyn walked up to the group in a white 
silk gown trimmed with gold. She had been in Slytherin, and had only just recently 
graduated. Sabrina was pretty, with a cloud of blonde hair held in place with a diamond- 
studded clip. She lifted one elegantly gloved hand for Sirius to first kiss, and then James, 
while Remus and Peter opted for an awkward handshake. Lily and Mary dipped into a curtsy, 
their elbows jostling each other, to which Sabrina responded with a nod of her head. 


"Of course I was coming. I wouldn't miss it for the world." Sirius flashed her one of his 
infamous smiles. 


"And here Mother was all worried that you were about to stage a scene and ruin the whole 
party, but I told her James Potter wouldn't dare allow such a thing. Just think of how 
embarrassed Lord and Lady Potter would feel." She gave Sirius a smile of her own, this one 
decidedly less charming and full of teeth. 


"We'd never ruin tonight for you, Miss Selwyn. We know how important it is for all the men 
to get a good look at you before the bidding starts," James said. 


Lily slapped his chest and hissed out, "Potter!" before pushing her way forward. "I love your 
dress. It's beautiful." 


"Thank you, I like yours as well. It's very... interesting. Is it Muggle?" 


Rasmus Nott wandered over to the group, coming to a stop at Sabrina's elbow. "Muggles? 
What about them?" He was five years older than them, having graduated with Lucius Malfoy 
and his group back when James had only been a third year. He raked his eyes over them, 
lingering on Lily and Mary, the two Muggleborns. 


"Miss Evans's dress. What do you think? I love the colour." 


Lily blushed and smiled, and James felt a little put out at the sight. Why do girls always smile 
like that when another girl compliments them, but then turn around and snap when a boy tries 


to pay them the same attention? What confusing creatures girls were. 


"Yes, very lovely, Muggles are naturally suited for such handicrafts like sewing. It's when 
they're put in charge that everything goes belly up. They haven't the mind for it. Did you 
know the Muggles here are in the middle of a war? They call it a 'Cold War' or something, 
they've been fighting it for literal decades. Madness," Nott said, shaking his head. 


Lily's face was rapidly changing colours— from pink to red to purple, and James counted 
down to the eruption. 3... 2... /... "I'm sorry, are you saying Muggles are too stupid to govern 
themselves?" 


"Now, now, don't take offense, I'm sure your parents are lovely people, but honestly they're 
like children. The Statue of Secrecy was the worst thing to ever happen to them. They need 
wizards to guide them. That's how society worked for ages before the Romans came. Every 
Celtic community in Britain had a druid to lead them." 


"That is incredibly paternalistic," Lily said, the alcohol in her blood fueling the fight and 
making her green eyes spark. "Muggles have achieved so much. They've put a man on the 
moon! Can wizards claim the same?" 


"Oh, and what's up there? Anything useful? A mountain of gold perhaps? Or a magical 
wishing fountain?" Nott mocked. "They wasted so much of their money, and for what? 
Nothing. They could have spent it feeding the poor or something." 


"Ha! As if the Wizarding World cares about the poor. You use and exploit them just the same 
as Muggles do!" 


"Lily—" 


"No, no, I'm still talking. That 'scholarship' Hogwarts has for impoverished students is a 
cauldron of shit. Poor Sev had to come to school in ratty hand-me-downs and he was a 
fucking genius! The Board of Governors should have all gotten down on their hands and 
knees and begged him to attend Hogwarts!" 


"Severus Snape is a foul-mouthed, dirty little half-blood that no one liked," Nott snapped 
back. "And he wouldn't have needed to rely on charity if his mother wasn't a whore. I heard 
he dropped out. I'm not surprised. Did he go into the family business? Is he out there on the 
streets spreading his legs—" 


James wasn't quite sure how it happened, but all of a sudden his knuckles were smarting, Nott 
was staring up at him on the floor with blood streaming from his rapidly swelling nose. 
People were screaming, and Remus grabbed at his arm. "Lovely party, thank you so much, 
time to go!" James felt himself being pulled through space navel-first, and deposited inside 
Sirius's apartment. 


He swayed slightly on his feet, before straightening up and announcing to the entire group, "I 
just want to say that I was not defending Snivellus, I just hate bigoted Purebloods!" But no 
one was listening to him. Sirius was lying on his back, laughing so hard he had tears 
streaming down his cheeks, and Lily was arguing with Mary, demanding to know why she 


had apparated them back here, that a single punch wasn't nearly good enough, that Nott 
deserved more for what he said about Sev, and did you hear him, Mary? 


Peter clapped James on the shoulder. "I believe you, Prongs." And then he pulled out two 
bottles of French champagne from Epernay out of his ridiculous, oversized jacket and said, 
"Look what I managed to grab!" 


They all proceeded to get wasted, very fast. 


It was the early hours of the morning, and Muggle London was still raging, the sounds of 
disco pulsing through the streets in time to the rumble of cars and the laughter and screams of 
the city's youth. James stood in front of the windows, looking out at the madness while 

Sirius, Remus, Peter, and Mary had all piled on top of the bed or else were cuddled on the 
floor with a mound of pillows, asleep. Only he and Lily were still awake. 


It's so loud, James thought. Even here, in a wizard's home, the Muggles were pushing ever- 
forward, ever-expanding. He couldn't even see the stars, their city lights blocked them from 
view. 


Lily sat on the floor, her dress having long since transformed back into a bed sheet, with 
Sirius's record collection in her lap. James dropped down on the red lips, sinking into the 
plush red velvet cushion and watched as she pulled out an album. "Look," she said, holding it 
up for him to see. On the cover were four mop-topped Muggles with the words Rubber Soul 
stamped across one corner. "Have you ever listened to the Beatles?" 


She crawled over to the turntable and placed the record on it. When the needle touched the 
black vinyl, music filled the apartment, drowning out the sounds of chaos from below. 


T once had a girl 

Or should I say she once had me 
She showed me her room 

Isn't it good Norwegian wood? 


Lily pulled herself onto the couch next to him, letting her head drop on his shoulder. This is 
it, James thought. J should kiss her. 


"Sev always liked this song," Lily said, breaking the spell. They didn't say anything else, and 
they sat there until they both nodded off, not even waking when the needle started to skip. 


It took James almost a week before he got the courage to sneak back into St Mungo's. 


He stood in front of Snape's door, fiddling a little with the present in his hands, before 
knocking softly. "It's me again," he said. "Did you get that, uh... table-turner I sent you?" 


No answer, not that James really expected one. 


"I figured you might be a little bored stuck in here with nothing to do, so I brought you 
another record to go with it." He bent down and slipped Rubber Soul beneath the crack under 
the door. He waited a moment for Snape to slide it spitefully back at him, but it didn't happen. 
He could hear the sounds of padded feet coming to a stop on the other side of the door, and 
then a shadow passing over the crack as Snape picked up the album. 


"Hope you enjoy it, Snape. See you in September." 


Chapter End Notes 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 


Some of you might recognize the new DADA teacher as Miss Jean Brodie from The 
Prime of Miss Jean Brodie by Muriel Spark (published 1961). Part of her speech comes 
directly from the novel. 


In this chapter, Severus is mercenary and James is bad at understanding his own 
emotions (again), but at least he's doing better than Sirius. 


Tap, tap, tap... Tap, tap, tap... 

Severus's eyes fly open. 

"Are you awake?" A muffled voice says from the other side of the door. 
This is starting to get ridiculous. 


The first few times this happened, Severus was convinced Potter wanted to not only drive 
him to the madhouse but also off a cliff. The incessant pounding, the drunken insults— why 
couldn't he just leave him alone? Taunting him with the fact that he was paying for this 
private room. Ha, Potter could spend his money as he pleases. If he wants to spend it on 
Severus, then fine. Severus will gladly milk him for all he's worth. If that dunderhead decides 
to go through with his threat and stops footing his bill, then that's fine too. Severus will 
gladly go straight to Bedlam than allow himself to be beholden to the likes of James Potter. 
Despite the bars on the windows, for the first time in his life Severus felt free. Nothing could 
penetrate these soothing, white-washed walls and clean tiles. He let his mind float like a 
feather, not giving any attention to the clawing fear that threatened to overtake him whenever 
he thought about the world outside. This was his world now, and Severus intended to keep it 
that way. 


"Lily's finally started talking to me like I'm an actual human being. It's so weird. I mean I'm 
happy about it, of course, but she called me an imbecile the other day and I swear she 
sounded just like you, it was so weird. It's like you two share a hive mind sometimes. I didn't 
get why you two were friends at first. You seemed like such complete opposites." 


If only Potter didn't insist on dragging the outside world in here with him. 


Severus groans and flops onto his stomach, burying his head underneath his pillow to drown 
out Potter's drunken ramblings. He wishes the doctors had allowed him to keep his wand, at 
least then he would be able to cast a Silencing Charm. Severus doesn't understand why Potter 
keeps doing this. He has plenty of friends he could go to and whine about his problems. Why 


did he insist on treating Severus like he was his own personal diary? It's not like Severus ever 
responded. Don't feed strays, they'll just follow you home, Severus thinks with a snort. 


Maybe the doctors should have Potter committed too. Wouldn't that be a laugh. We could be 
cellmates. 


Whatever. The chair jammed underneath the knob is enough to keep the idiot out, not that 
he's tried after the first time. Typical. Most Purebloods lacked any sort of common sense or 
critical thinking skills. Oh, Alohomora didn't work? Must be a magically-reinforced door that 
is impervious to spells. It couldn't possibly be simple physics. Most of the Slytherins were 
like that too. House of Cunning his ass, they were all drooling morons. 


He should tell one of the doctors. St Mungo's wasn't like Hogwarts. There would be no 
weaseling out of the consequences if Potter gets caught. Severus lifts the pillow just high 
enough to eye his steadily growing collection of books and records. Maybe he'll snitch later. 
The perks were pretty nice, and anyway the dining hall was serving pork chops and jacket 
potatoes for dinner tomorrow, with ice cream. He didn't want to miss that. The patients 
downstairs in the Janus Thickey Ward would invariably have some sort of soup instead. Ugh, 
that first week, before Potter started funding his stay, Severus had been forced to eat carrot 
soup three days in a row. Terrible. He'll take the ice cream, please. 


Potter has fallen suspiciously quiet. Did he fall asleep? Severus slips from the bed and pads 
his way over. He presses his ear against the door. He can head a faint whistling, coupled with 
soft breathing. 


Severus taps on the door. "Wake up," he says and the wood reverberates when Potter smacks 
his head against it. 


"Ouch! Shit! What— oh no, how long was I asleep? I've got to get out of here. See you on the 
train tomorrow, Snape." 


Severus rolls his eyes and doesn't respond. He can hear the squeak of Potter's shoes growing 
fainter and fainter as he runs toward the exit. Potter can't really believe Severus is going back 
to Hogwarts tomorrow, can he? Severus crawls on top of clean sheets, burrowing into the soft 
pillows, and goes to sleep feeling safe and protected. 


James could feel Sirius's irritation mounting as he scanned the platform for what felt like the 
hundredth time. "Evans and Moony are sitting with the perfects," Sirius said as he wrapped a 
hand over his shoulder and guided him onto the Hogwarts Express. "Sorry, you'll have to 
make do with me." 


James smiled and made an effort to pay attention to his friend, which cheered Sirius up 
considerably. He had probably just missed Snape arriving. The station was packed full of 
people; the Slytherin could be anywhere. Snape was here. He must be. He had to leave the 
hospital eventually, and where else would he go but Hogwarts once he did? 


But there wasn't any sign of him in the Great Hall either. James had probably checked three 
times now, and the small, dark figure he was used to seeing at the end of the Slytherin table 


never appeared. 


"What is with you, Prongs?" Sirius demanded, his mood once again turning sour upon 
finding his best friend staring into space. 


"Nothing." 
"You've hardly said a word all day. Something's wrong." 
"Nothing's wrong, Padfoot. I'm just tired." 


And Remus, who could be devastatingly observant when he wanted to be, looked in the 
direction where James was staring and said, "Huh. Snape's still missing." 


"Oh yeah?" Peter turned his head to look, his cheeks bulging with food. "Guess the rumours 
are true. Looks like he really did drop out." 


"He didn't drop out," James insisted. 

"Oh? And how do you know?" 

"Because," James said as he scrambled for an excuse. "It would be stupid, and the greasy bat 
is many things but he isn't stupid. What's he going to do anyway? Who's going to hire a 


dropout?" 


"He received excellent scores on his O.W.L.s," Remus pointed out. "There will be plenty of 
jobs available to him." 


"But he wants to be a Potions Master and to get a mastery you need N.E.W.T.s." 
"He might not have been able to afford it. Hogwarts is expensive." 


"Why are we talking about Snivellus?" Sirtus whined. "Who cares if he decided to drop out 
of Hogwarts? He could be working as a lion tamer in a circus for all I care. Guys, Snivellus is 
gone. We don't have to worry about him sticking his big nose in our business anymore, or 
telling anyone about Moony's monthly troubles." 


"Will you stop bringing that up in public?" Remus hissed. 


"Menstruation is nothing to be ashamed of Remus," Sirius loudly announced, prompting 
giggles all around them. "It's perfectly natural." 


"You better not go to sleep tonight," Remus vowed, his voice growing dark and gravelly. 
"You're all bark and no bite." 


James laughed along and tried to ignore the acid churning in his stomach. Maybe he was 
overthinking things, but he couldn't help but feel as if he was being watched, judged. /t's your 
fault. You drove him to it. It wasn't. He didn't. Or if he did, he wasn't alone. /t's not my fault. 


He wondered if his friends would still be so dismissive if they knew where Snape really was. 


James did his best to push Snape from his mind, to ignore that ever-present feeling that made 
him feel vaguely ill. But Sirtus seemed to pick up on his discomfort and stared at his head 
during all their classes, as if he could crack it open and see James's thoughts. 


James ignored him and kept his eyes trained on the new DADA teacher, Professor Brodie, as 
she continued to talk from where she sat perched on her desk. She brushed her black hair 
behind one ear. "The word 'education' comes from the root e from ex, out, and duco, I lead. It 
means a leading out. To me education is a leading out of what is already there in the pupil's 
soul. For some of your professors," and she said this with an air as though she expected them 
all to know which professors she was referring to. "It is a putting in of something that is not 
there, and that is not what I call education. I call it intrusion, from the Latin root prefix in, 
meaning in, and the stem ¢rudo, I thrust." 


Professor Brodie slipped from her desk. She must have been nearing forty, but she was 
beautiful and athletic and half the student body was already in love with her. She was a 
woman in her prime. 


"The Patronus spell is the perfect example of what I mean. It is a literal leading out of one's 
soul. The protective guardian it produces is made up of everything you are. We will start with 
basic wand movements. Don't be upset if you are unable to do it at first, or even at all. It is an 
incredibly advanced and difficult incantation, and not easily achieved." 


Professor Brodie whipped her wand forward and upon uttering the words, "Expecto 
Patronum!" a silvery stream of light shot forth from the tip of her wand. The misty light 
twisted together, like smoke, until it took on the form of a scorpion scuttling along her desk. 


"What are you waiting for?" Professor Brodie asked. "Start practicing." 


"Look what I brought with me," Sirius said in a song-song voice that first weekend back at 
Hogwarts. He opened his trunk, lifted its false bottom, and pulled out bottle after bottle of 
Firewhiskey. 


"I can't believe you snuck that into school," Remus said. 

"What are you going to do? Deduct House points?" 

"I might," Remus threatened, but he was already reaching for a bottle and Sirius grinned. 
James eagerly took what was offered, cracking it against Sirius's opened bottle in a toast, and 
took a long pull from the lip. Firewhiskey worked much more quickly than Muggle brews. 


Already he could feel that tell-tale warmth lighting through his fingers, and making his 
cheeks tingle. 


Sirius laid down on the floor, his head pointed toward James's bed, and James slid down until 
he landed right beside him. "I like Brodie," Sirius said. "We've finally, after all these years, 
got a decent Defense teacher." 


"I wonder why Dumbledore never hired her before now," Remus mused. 


"I think McGonagall is jealous. You should see the way her eye twitches whenever someone 
brings her up." 


"That's because Brodie is in her prime," Peter said sagely, and then he spilled half his 
whiskey down the front of his shirt. 


Sirius turned his head so that it was practically in James's lap. "My brother is in love with her. 
I always see him hanging around outside her class. 'Professor Brodie! Oh, Professor Brodie!"" 
He made his voice high-pitched and nasally as he mocked Regulus, sending the rest of the 
boys snickering. 


"At least he's got good taste," James said. 
Sirius lifted his head, his grey eyes dark and unreadable. "I thought you liked redheads?" 
"Red hair, black hair. It doesn't matter, so long as they're smart. I like them smart." 


"You seek what you lack," Peter said with a nod. He let out a squawk when James threw a 
pillow at his head. 


Sirius downed the rest of his bottle, set it down on the floor, grabbed James's right out of his 
hand and downed that one too. "I was drinking that!" James protested at the same time 
Remus said, "If you barf, you better clean it up." 


Sirius ignored both of them. He stood up and made his way to the window. He threw it open, 
stuck one leg out, and — despite the shouts and the stampede of feet — slipped all the way out 
until he was balanced precariously on the tower ledge. He started to climb. 


James stuck his head out the window and shouted, "Padfoot, come back! You're going to 
break your neck!" 


Remus shoved him out of the way. "Ten points from Gryffindor! Come back now, or I'll take 
more! I mean it, Sirius!" 


Sirius kept climbing. He was surprisingly nimble despite the alcohol sloshing around in his 
stomach, and James wondered if he had done this before. He seemed to know instinctively 
where to reach, what could be used as a handhold, and which bricks would crumble under his 
weight. Once he reached the tiled roof, he pulled himself up and, with one hand grasping the 
spire, took out his wand with the other, looked down at the students milling like ants in the 
courtyard, and cast Sonorus on himself. 


"For those of you who don't know me—" He shouted down at the black specks, who all 
stopped what they were doing to stare up at him. Sirius broke into a wild grin. "Who am I 
kidding? Of course you know me. Poor Sirius Black, who was disowned and kicked out of 
house and home by his own mother. I know what you all say about me. Well, don't forget I 
know things about you too. Like Sabrina Selwyn. You all remember Sabrina, right? Poor 


Sabrina. Her father's sold her into marriage to pay for his debts. Won't Nott be pissed when 
he finds out the dowry her father promised doesn't exist." 


"Merlin." James rubbed at his face. "We've got to stop him." 


"And Dido Greengrass? Is she down there? I'm sorry I have to be the one to tell you this, but 
those 'political meetings' your parents attend are nothing but a self-congratulatory circle jerk 
where they talk about how much they want to kill Muggles and Muggleborns! And let's not 
forget my dear, baby brother. Oh, Reggie! Reggie, Reggie, Reggie! It's pathetic the way you 
follow Professor Brodie around. Even if you had a chance, she's a half-blood! You think 
Mother would ever allow it? She'll kill you first! You're so fucking pathetic!" 


"Not half as pathetic as you!" Came Regulus's voice from one of the many black dots gaping 
up at Sirius, his voice magically enhanced so that everyone in Gryffindor Tower could hear. 
"You're in love with your best friend! Well, guess what? James Potter will never love you 
back!" 


James heard Sirius shout, "Accio broom!" but he didn't understand what was happening until 
he's shoved against the window ledge by Sirius's broomstick as it zipped toward him. Remus 
screamed as Sirius took a nosedive off of the tower before he had even gotten his broom 
between his legs. He was falling headfirst into the courtyard, and James felt his knees go 
weak because he was sure Sirius was going to die, but by some miracle he managed to get 
control of his broom and pull up at the last second. The students all screamed and scattered as 
Sirius flew through the crowd, his wand raised to deliver a hex at Regulus. 


Regulus must have been as crazy as his brother, as all the Blacks were, because he didn't 
reach for his wand. He instead ran headlong at Sirius, took a leap, and crashed into the 
Gryffindor, sending them both careening onto the ground. 


"What is going on here?" McGonagall demanded, pushing her way through the circle of 
students that had gathered around to watch the two brothers wrestle on the ground. She 
waved her wand at them, sending them forcibly spiraling in two different directions, and 
picked them up both by their ears. She looked around, and then up where James, Remus, and 
Peter were hanging out of their dormitory window. "Meet me in my office," she said, and 
James knew she meant them too. "Now!" 


Sirius chuckled darkly. "Go ahead and deduct my twenty points and send me on my way. We 
all know you can't do anything to me. I can get away with murder if I want." 


Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 
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James let himself drop on the bench beside Sirius, his muscles aching far too much to do 
more than sprawl low in the seat. He shucked off his helmet and the sweat beading his hair 
was already starting to turn to ice in the cold air. 


Sirius kept his eyes forward, watching as the rest of the Quidditch team made their way off 
the field. "I can't believe you got Josiah Pines to replace me," Sirius whined. He was glaring 
daggers into the back of Pines's head. 


"He did alright." 
"He missed two out of three bludgers." 
"He'll learn." 


"Not before the next game." He shook his dark curls. "I can't believe McGonagall took me off 
the team." He had repeated some variation of the same sentence for the past two months, as if 
he still couldn't bring himself to accept it. Even James found it surprising. McGonagall was 
fiercely competitive; benching a star player was probably the last thing she wanted to do, and 
still she had done it. James wondered about that, if maybe she was unhappy about what had 
happened to Snape too. 


They fell into an awkward silence and where once Sirius would be pressed against James's 
side, practically halfway into his lap, there was now a careful distance between them, a sort 
of no man's land. 


"You know, what Reg said... it wasn't true," Sirius said, still without looking at him. "You're 
not that good-looking." 


James, grateful for the out Sirius provided, took it with both hands and tried not to notice 
how forced his friend's smile was. "You just can't appreciate real beauty." 


Sirius nudged him with his knee and where James would have once responded with a shove 
or something similar, he just gave a half-hearted chuckle. 


A silence fell over them, and Sirius, who could never stand silence, suddenly blurted, "Hey, 
holidays are about to start. Let's do something, something that will really get people talking." 


"What do you have in mind?" 


James's teeth had already started to chatter in his head. This was a stupid idea. How did he let 
Sirius talk him into this? 


"You ready?" Sirius asked with a feverish glint in his eyes. 


"No! Absolutely not!" Remus squeaked, his voice cracking like a third year as he held his 
cloak tightly around his body. 


"On the count of three! One..." 

"No, no, no, no—" 

"Two " 

"You're not serious. Are you actually serious?" 
"Three!" 


James shucked off his cloak and ran stark naked out from underneath the dark safety of the 
alcove and across the frozen grounds. Sirius was right next him, and Remus a few steps 
behind. He could hear the shrieks and laughter of the people around him, but he couldn't see 
them. Their faces were just a blur, flitting past like hummingbirds as he streaked over the 
frost-dipped grass. 


The edge of the lake appeared in front of him. A thin layer of ice floated on top of the dark, 
murky water. James leapt. The water swallowed him completely. So cold he felt as if he was 
burning. 


As the water enveloped his head, the laughter stopped. He could hear nothing. He opened his 
eyes and peered through the black waters. Something white floated past. He squinted, trying 
to make out the details. It was a body, naked and pale, a twisting white snake, with long black 
hair wrapped around his face and neck. James felt his heart stop. 


No, no this wasn't right. He— 


James had stripped Snape of his clothes, left them lying underneath the tree. James had 
laughed, watched him wiggle in the air like a worm on a hook, the boy's hands clasped 
together in a desperate attempt to keep himself covered, before James had shouted, 
"Liberacorpus!" Snape had plummeted head first into the lake. Long strands of black hair 
rose up first, twisting like the tendrils of a sea creature, before his face finally broke the 
surface, spewing water as he gasped for breath. 


James couldn't move as Snape floated serenely in front of him. It was peaceful down here, at 
the bottom of the lake. Maybe that's why he didn't want to leave. They could both just stay 
here, forever. Snape would be protected, and James wouldn't have to think about how 
complicated his life had suddenly become, or deal with these strange new feelings he didn't 
know how to name. They could be free. 


James reached out his hand to touch Severus, and those slim, white legs kicked out. The spell 
was broken. The body in front of him was heavier, larger than Snape; the long hair was 
twisted into curls, and there was a rictus grin painted on his face. Sirius made a break for the 
surface, and James followed. 


When he reached the surface, his breath erupted from his burning lungs, puffing out in a 
white cloud above his face. The world existed again, the sounds of the crowd beating against 
his ears. James swam to the edge of the lake where Remus and Sirius were already pulling 
themselves up, Peter tossing their cloaks over their bodies while McGonagall ran toward 
them, her plaid skirts bunched up around her calves. She was yelling something, but James 
couldn't make it out between Sirius's bark-like laughter and the water sloshing around in his 
ears. The cloak clung wetly to his body as he took off for the castle, to safety. 


"You're coming to my flat for Christmas, right?" Sirius asked, a little anxiously. "Remus and 
Peter will be there." And then, like a haggler at a market forced to raise his offer, said, "Evans 
mentioned she might come too." 


"Of course I'll be there," James said and the smile Sirius gave him was blinding. "But you are 
going to visit the manor, right? Mum and Dad will want to see you." 


Sirius hesitated. "Maybe. There's a lot I had planned to do over the break. Maybe I'll even 
buy real furniture." 


James laughed as he climbed down off the train, Sirius dogging his heels. "I'll see you in a 
couple of days," he said and waved as he exited onto the station. The crowd swept them 
away, breaking them apart, and James let himself coast through the sea of bodies until he 
found a space far enough away to safely apparate. 


He reappeared on the grounds of his family home. A sense of foreboding overcame him as he 
stared up at Potter Manor. He didn't know what caused it; everything looked exactly the 
same. He stood in the middle of his father's botanical gardens, he could hear the sounds of 
running water from the fountain just beyond those hedges. The house didn't look any 
different, this sprawling Georgian monstrosity with its brown marble and grand columns. 


His father appeared on ivy-covered steps, still wearing his muddy work boots and a thick 
cloak. He peered at the boy standing between the thorny rose bushes and said, "James? Best 
get inside. Your mother wants to talk to you." 


James swallowed thickly, his heart thundering as he climbed the steps. What had happened? 
What had caused this strange, sudden shift in the atmosphere? Where were their bright smiles 
for him? Their hugs and kisses and endless love? 


His mother sat at her desk in the morning room. There were stacks of letters surrounding her. 
Despite her silver hair that she kept pinned on top of her head, James thought her quite 
beautiful. It was clear where James had gotten his good looks from. Euphemia had been a 
black-haired beauty in her youth, and poor Fleamont — tall and awkward, with his big hands 
and his too-loud laugh — everyone said it would never work when they began courting. She 
only agreed because of his money, all the busybodies whispered to themselves, but they didn't 
know, they couldn't see the love in Euphemia's eyes. 


"Jamie, you know you can tell us anything, don't you?" Euphemia asked as James took a seat 
on the silk-covered sofa. 


James nodded mutely, and then grabbed a pillow to clutch in his lap. 


"Are you... are you sick, Jamie?" His mother whispered, and James saw how pale she was. 
Her lips were bloodless and there were circles under her eyes. "Are you injured? Is something 
wrong?" 


"No, nothing, I'm fine," James quickly said, wanting to ease whatever was worrying her. 
"Why would you think I was sick?" 


Euphemia took a letter from her stack. "This is from Gringotts." James felt his heart sink. "It 
appears that not only have you spent your entire allowance this month, but you also 
overdrafted. St Mungo's has been charging you an exorbitant amount. Jamie, what is this? 
What is going on?" 


"You don't have to be afraid," Fleamont quietly assured him from where he hovered by the 
doorway. "We will always love you." 


Blood rushed to his face, some strange mixture of humiliation and... and something else. "It's 
not for me," James whispered. "Someone I know from school is going through a rough time. 
He's staying at St Mungo's until he's better. I offered to pay his expenses." 


"Oh, Jamie—!" His mother smiled, and the wrinkles around her mouth and in the corners of 
her eyes grew more pronounced, more beautiful. James thought he could even see the shadow 
of a dimple in her left cheek. "You are such a good, kind boy. You really are our miracle 
child." 


His face grew redder, and he was suddenly pierced with the thought that he wasn't good or 
kind or any of it. That was his mother. She was all of those things. It had been Euphemia who 
extended her cloak over Sirius, who had loved him like a second son. It was Euphemia who 
was president of the Witches' Aid Society, who went into the slums of Knockturn Alley to 
minister to the poor. James only inherited her face, not her love. "Oh, no, it's nothing—" 


"It means everything to that poor boy, I'm sure," Euphemia insisted. She grabbed her quill 
and a fresh sheet of parchment. "I will write to Gringotts immediately. We will set up a 
separate account for this boy— what's his name?" 


"Severus Snape," James whispered. 
"Sounds familiar," Fleamont mused. 


"I might have mentioned him once or twice." Merlin, he felt like a fraud. What had happened 
to his ability to lie? He used to be able to do it with a straight face and a devil-may-care 
smile. Now he felt like he was waiting for his parents to tear at his face and hair, to rip the 
skin free from his skull and show the world that his beauty had only ever been skin-deep and 
what lay underneath it was a monster. 


He forced a smile all through dinner and tried to ignore the constant whisper of, /'m a bad 
person. I did bad things. He would try, sometimes, to fight against the voice, but that only 
brought up memories. Memories of Snape twisting naked in the air, of his shaking body 


pressed against James as he dragged him from the Shrieking Shack, at the lost and confused 
expression on his face as Lily walked away from him, back to Gryffindor Tower, leaving him 
standing all alone in the hall. 


Snape's done bad things too, James insisted. 


You did them first. You did them worse. It was a competition and you won. Congratulations, 
you're King of the Monsters now. 


It was a relief to go to bed. He wanted to sleep. He wanted to shut his brain off. James laid in 
his bed and stared up at the ceiling. Curse me, and curse Snape too, James growled as he 
flung the covers off of him and pulled his clothes on. He grabbed the Christmas present — 
wrapped in green and red — he had bought Snape several weeks ago from a Muggle curiosity 
shop in Hogsmeade. He might as well go self-flagellate in front of Snape's door, at least the 
git will get a kick out of it, he's sure. 


It had become increasingly easy to sneak into St Mungo's. He had learned the habits of the 
nurses and the orderlies, slipping stealthily past underneath the invisibility cloak. James 
braced his back against the cool door to Snape's room and slid down until his bum hit the tile. 
"Happy Christmas, Snape," he said as he slid the present underneath the door. "Though I 
don't know why I should bother, considering the fact that you've apparently been living the 
high life in here. Seriously, Snape? My entire allowance? I know I told you to indulge, but 
what exactly have you been spending it all on? Anyway, I hope you like it. 


"Merlin, I still have to get Sirius a Christmas present," James groaned and scrubbed at his 
face. "I have no idea what to buy him. We've been... things have been a little rocky lately. I 
don't know how to interact with him anymore. We've known each other forever, our parents 
run in the same circles, of course, but it wasn't until that first train ride— that's when we 
became best friends... I suppose you already knew that. You were there." His memories took 
on a different hue. No longer coloured a childish, golden glow— no more sworn brothers, no 
more knights playing pretend, or damsels in distress, or dastardly rivals to fight against. 
James started to imagine how that first train ride must have been like from Snape's point of 
view. Two big, boisterous boys barging in where they weren't wanted, calling him names. 


James beat his head against Snape's door, wishing these new thoughts and feelings would 
leak out of his ears with each dull thump. Was this what McGonagall meant when, during 
their many detentions together, she would ask him to self-reflect? If it was, it was the worst. 
No wonder nobody liked doing it. He'd rather things go back to the way they were before. 


"Snape," James said. "If you've put a curse on me, the decent thing would be to tell me." 


There was a sound — like something being dragged across the floor — and James found 
himself no longer sitting but lying flat on his back. Snape's door was open. James scrambled 
out from underneath the invisibility cloak and got up onto his knees, peeking into this most 
holy of holies from his spot at the threshold. 


Snape had already moved away and was ripping the wrapping paper from the album he had 
bought. "Huh. The Stones." 


"I hope they're good. The shop in Hogsmeade didn't have a wide selection," James said as he 
cautiously stepped inside, as if afraid he would dirty Snape's sanctum with his shoes. 


"They're alright," he answered as he took the album from the sleeve. "Close the door, will 
you?" 


James rushed to obey. There were so many questions waiting to burst from his chest, but the 
only thing he could say was, "Why?" as he turned back around to face Snape. 


His hair, surprisingly clean and silky, had grown just below his shoulders, and he was 
wearing a soft, thin robe of white linen. James had only ever seen him in his dour blacks and 
greys. The white made his eyes look even darker. 


"Why what?" 
"Why did you open the door?" 


"I'm not going to get any sleep either way, now am I?" Snape placed the needle on the record. 


She would never say where she came from 
Yesterday don't matter if it's gone 


There was a chair left haphazardly by the bed and James took a seat, mindful of Snape as if 
he was a feral cat ready to take a swipe at him. He could see bookcases stuffed full of esoteric 
volumes on potions, with a few Muggle novels stuck in-between. There was the record 
player, and the collection of albums, as well as a sketchbook with pencils and watercolors. 
"So, uh, are you enjoying your stay?" 


"Eh, the orderly threatened to blast the door open and drag me out of here by my hair this 
morning. The doctor I see — well, I don't see him, really, he stands outside the door and talks 
through it like you do — sent him away." 


"Wait," James said, his mind stuttering. "Are you saying you've been in this room for days?" 
At Snape's look, his voice went up an octave. "Weeks? Longer? Merlin, Snape." 


"Oh, don't give me that, it's not like you care. Besides, I have everything I need here. En suite 
bathroom, books. What else do I need?" 


"Human interaction?" James offered, to which Snape just snorted. "Come on, you've got to 
leave sometime." 


"Oh no, I'm comfortable here. I'm never coming out." 


"You'll be forced out if I cut off your funds." 


"But you won't do that," Snape shot him a sly, mercenary grin. "Because you actually feel 
guilty, don't you?" 


Guilt. Snape had named the feeling James was too scared to examine. 


"I wasn't sure, at first, but it's true, isn't it? That's what all these little gifts are for. You're 
trying to buy my forgiveness." 


"Is it—- have you—" James tried to talk past the lump in his throat. 
"No," Snape coldly replied. 
"Well, why not?" James huffed out. "You're taking my money, why won't you forgive me?" 


Snape's dark eyes glittered in moonlight. "Because you have to say it. It doesn't mean 
anything if you don't say it." He licked his lips and stepped forward. "Say it. Say you're 


sorry." 


James took a deep, shuddering breath. He felt pinned underneath Snape's black gaze, like a 
butterfly in a cage. "I'm sorry." He thought it would hurt, but the words came surprisingly 
easy. It was almost a relief to say it, as if a great weight had been lifted off of his shoulders. 


"I don't accept," Snape said and that blinding relief popped, like a balloon, leaving desolation 
in its wake. James could only sit there in confusion as Snape climbed back onto the bed and 
said, "I'm not going back to sleep now thanks to you, so you might as well entertain me while 
you're here. Why are you and Black fighting? Did you find out he's desperately in love with 
you? Don't look so shocked. Everyone knows that." 


Chapter End Notes 
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Severus knows it's a mistake the moment he does it. Potter is a mangy stray dog pawing at his 
door; he'll never leave if he's given even a smidge of attention. Best to just ignore him until 
he goes away. Ha, ignore him until he goes away. Isn't that what Slughorn always used to 
say? And when has that ever worked? And true to form, Potter returned every few days, 
howling from the other side of the door. And because he is Severus and he has never been 
very good at ignoring this particular Gryffindor, he finally caved and let him in. 


Severus's eyes fly open at the sound of tapping. This is the third night in a row. Merlin, what 
has he done? 


Severus throws his blankets off because Potter is not stopping. He moves the chair out of the 
way and flings open the door to see Potter's disembodied head floating mid-air in front of 
him. Oh, yes. That little thing. His fucking invisibility cloak. So many pieces of the puzzle 
have fallen into place: how Potter is able to sneak around without anyone noticing, how he 
always seems to get the drop on Severus. The sight of it is enough to make Severus want to 
scream for an orderlie. 


Two hands pop into existence, each one clutching a bottle of Firewhiskey. "I brought 
alcohol," he offers. 


Severus thinks for a moment, decides he can bust Potter later, and lets him inside— not 
without grabbing a bottle first. 


"A single bottle of Firewhiskey is not going to make me forgive you," Severus says as he 
takes a pull. 


"What makes you think I just brought you one?" James asks as he gets comfortable and 
swallows a mouthful from his own bottle. He's wearing that patented Potter grin, the one that 
makes girls swoon, and Severus shifts uncomfortably. He's not used to that expression being 
turned on him. Usually, if Potter smiles at him, it's an ugly, twisted version of the bright look 
he's now wearing, a promise of pain and humiliation. 


"I also got you something else—" he shifts around inside his robes, pulls out a letter, and 
unfolds it with all the pomp of a royal decree. "I have here in my hand a letter from Damocles 
Belby himself, famous potioneer and very good friend of my father's, expressing interest in 
one Severus Snape. Apparently, someone told him you were a genius at potions, and he's 
offering you a summer internship. From what I hear he's working on a top secret potion 
commissioned by the Minister of Magic himself." Potter waggled his eyebrows at him. "Eh? 
Sounds pretty good right? Almost makes you want to change out of those slippers and put on 
some real shoes. Maybe even step outside? Get some sun, a little Vitamin D." 


"I have potions that can provide me with all the nutrients I need." He sits on his bed and pulls 
out The Bell Jar, flipping to the page he had stopped on yesterday. 


"Merlin's ballsack, Snape! You're killing me here! This is everything you could possibly 
want!" Potter throws the letter on the ground and points a finger at him. "You know what you 
are? A coward! A sniveling coward just like we always said you were!" 


"Says the man who needed three people to back him up just to bully one person!" 


"Deflection! A classic Snape response! Instead of confronting your own issues, you try to 
pull others down into the mud!" 


"Oh, deflection, huh? Did you read an introductory psychology book?" 
"That's... not important. What is important is the fact that you are throwing away your life!" 


"Wasn't much of a life, now was it?" Severus bitterly notes. "The outside world has nothing 
to offer me." 


"You have to take it! You can't sit around and wait for it to fall in your lap!" 


"And what would you know about that? Everything has just fallen into your lap. Money, 
prestige, good looks. What your obscenely rich, doting parents couldn't provide you, your 
genetics supplied. When have you ever had to struggle?" 


Potter must have needed to think long and hard on that, because he doesn't speak for a long 
time. Finally, he whispers, "I'm struggling now." 


"If you think that will soften me—" 


"Oh no, I've never thought that." Potter gives him a rueful smile. "I don't think you know how 
to be soft." 


Severus eyes him warily, unsure of how to respond. It sounds like an insult, and yet Potter 
had the gall to sound sad. Or maybe not sad. Maybe rueful, or bitter, or something else. 
Severus has never been very good at picking up the nuances of emotion. His father only ever 
seemed to have two— Angry and Not-Angry, and Severus had to learn which one he was 
dealing with that day, but all the others? 


Severus looks back down at his book, not wanting to give Potter any more of his attention. 


I saw my life branching out before me like the green fig tree in the story. From the tip of every 
branch, like a fat purple fig, a wonderful future beckoned and winked. One fig was a husband 
and a happy home and children, and another fig was a famous poet and another fig was a 
brilliant professor, and beyond and above these figs were many more figs I couldn't quite 
make out. I saw myself sitting in the crotch of this fig tree, starving to death, just because I 
couldn't make up my mind which of the figs I would choose. I wanted each and every one of 


them, but choosing one meant losing all the rest, and, as I sat there, unable to decide, the figs 
began to wrinkle and go black, and, one by one, they plopped to the ground at my feet. 


Severus slams the book shut. He's starting to rethink his taste in literature. He glances back at 
Potter and, upon finding that the Gryffindor is still staring at him, looks away again. "If 
you're going to insist on coming here, then you might as well come in through the front door. 
During the day. Like a civilized person." 


Potter cracked a grin. "Are you going to add me to the approved visitor list?" 
"I just want to get a full night's rest, is all." 

"T'll come tomorrow." 

"Tomorrow is Christmas." 

"So?" 

"You're supposed to spend Christmas with your family and friends." 


"Well, I'm going to spend it with my mortal enemy instead." And Merlin help him, Potter 
actually looks happy at the thought. 


The receptionist at the desk looked almost gleeful at the thought of dressing him down again. 
But then he said, “Severus Snape is expecting me.” She made a big show of looking at her 
records, her prim little nose stuck in the air, and that haughty look of hers melted as she 
scanned the fresh new ink magically appearing on Snape’s file, his agreement. She looked 
sour, her mouth pinched together, and James wondered if maybe she knew him from school. 
She was just a half-blood, a nobody, and James honestly couldn’t remember her, though she 
seemed to know him well enough. Knew that he was rich, knew that he liked to throw his 
weight around, and now here he was— he had won, again, and she barely managed to say 
through gritted teeth, “Just right through that door.” 


James was almost bouncing as he was led through the halls by a mediwitch. Her starched 
white skirts and apron swished across the floor in front of him. He had to remind himself not 
to rush ahead, that he was not meant to know where Snape's room is. “Mr Snape hasn’t left 
his room since being assigned to it. Before that, when he resided in the Janus Thickey Ward, 
he kept to his bed with the curtains shut, only coming out to eat and use the facilities and 
even then, well—” She trailed off. “This is a big step for him. We’re happy to finally see some 
progress.” 


She stopped in front of the door labeled S$. Snape and gently knocked on it. “Mr Snape, you 
have a visitor. James Potter.” 


It took a moment, but the door opened a sliver. James bodily pushed through the opening 
provided and Snape scurried back, slippers shuffling over the tiled floor as the door closed 


behind him. James froze, his eyes wandering over the room; he had seen it many times before 
now, but it looked different at night. Snape looked different at night. The Snape of the Night 
resembled the one James had known from Hogwarts; a little sarcastic, a little mean, apathetic 
to the people around him. The flickering candlelight had danced across his features, 
deepening the shadows underneath his eyes and cheeks. 


Now everything was flooded with light. Sunbeams poured in from the window, haloing 
Snape’s hair, making it shine. His hair and eyes were the only things with colour in this 
white, white room. It reminded James of summer mornings spent underneath the bedsheets, 
feeling safe and warm and lazy with sleep. 


This Snape wasn’t unmoved by the world around him. His eyes looked larger, framed with 
thick lashes, the black irises ringed with white, like a spooked horse. He twitched at every 
sound that floated through his door: feet on the tile, chatter, the sound of a radio playing 
Celestina Warbeck. 


James thought it was stubbornness and spite that kept Snape from leaving this room, but it 
was terror, wasn’t it? 


There are no shadows here for him to hide in. 


And he was struck by the realization that the mediwitch was right, that this was a big step for 
him, and James felt both honoured and frightened that Snape had chosen him. Why? Why 
would he do that? Didn't he know that James will just mess it up? 


“What? Didn’t you get me a Christmas present?” The words bleat from his mouth before he 
had a chance to stop them. More stupid jokes because I cant handle a single moment of 
insecurity. Damn Muggle psychology, he should have never picked up that book. Now he’s 
analyzing himself. Ugh. 


But his dumb joke broke whatever spell had fallen over the room and Snape rolled his eyes at 
him. “Just let me pop over to the shops for a moment,” he said and moved to sit at his usual 
place on the bed. 


James didn’t go to the chair. He went for the record player, having by now gotten a handle on 
this bit of Muggle technology. “At least put on some music,” he said, flipping through 
Snape’s albums before finally settling on one that was as colorless as the room. Wheels of 
Fire, it read. It wasn’t one that James had gotten him. 


In the white room with black curtains near the station 
Black roof country, no gold pavements, tired starlings 
Silver horses ran down moonbeams in your dark eyes 
Dawn light smiles on you leaving, my contentment 


The song exploded into life, drowning out Celestina Warbeck from the other room. James 
didn't think much about Muggle achievements, but he did have to admit they made some 
pretty interesting music. He had never heard anything like this before. It beat against his ears 
like a heartbeat. 


"Move over," James said. 

"Take the chair—" 

"It's uncomfortable." 

"Yeah, that's why I saved it for you." 
“Prat.” 


Snape was no match for James and he reluctantly slid over on the bed to give him room. 
They sat against the headboard, the lines of their bodies touching, and just listened. James 
was still wearing his boots. Flecks of dirt now spotted the pure white linen. He got a funny 
urge to bury himself and Snape under the sheets, to build them a fort and hide from the 
grown-ups that were just outside the door. 


"Tell me about your morning," Snape commanded. "Did you wake up to lots of presents? Did 
your parents shower you with kisses?" 


His tone was mocking, but James could hear genuine curiosity there. "Yeah, same as every 
Christmas morning. Presents, tree, food, hugs." 


"That's not very descriptive. I need more detail." 


"What are you? An Auror? Why don't you tell me about your Christmas? Did you receive 
anything from your parents?" 


"No," Snape said, his voice lowering until it sounded almost silky. "Potter, when have you 
ever seen me receive a package? Or even a letter?" 


James looked sheepishly down. He used to make fun of Snape for that. Never in all their 
years at Hogwarts did he see an owl land beside Snape. 


"Now," Snape said. "Tell me about your Christmas. What did your parents get you?" 


James suddenly felt embarrassed, and he didn't know why. It wasn't as if Snape was under 
some delusion that James was middle class but telling him that his parents had gotten him a 
brand-new racing broom that had cost nearly a hundred gallons, along with hand-stitched 
leather pads and a helmet, nearly an entire wardrobe, and several odds and ends that were 
worth more than their teachers' monthly salary suddenly seemed mortifying. So, instead 
James said, "You know, my parents wanted to come with me when I told them where I was 
going. They found out I was paying for your treatment and now they want to meet you." 


Snape arched a brow. "You told your parents about me? I'm assuming you didn't tell them 
everything." 


"Well, I" 

Snape tsk'd. "The truth will set you free." 

"Oh, because you're a champion of truth, are you?" 
"Of course." 


"I seem to remember you claiming that I had stolen your Herbology essay and even going so 
far as to write my name on your work so that I would get in trouble..." 


"Well, that was justified. I wanted to get you expelled." 


The statement was so brazen, James couldn't help but laugh. 


James nervously ran his fingers through his hair. He hadn't meant to spend the whole day 
with Snape— honestly, who would want to spend that much time with him? (James steadfastly 
refused to listen to the little voice in his head that whispered, you wanted to, and you enjoyed 
it too.) 


Sirius was going to be pissed. 


He had promised to spend Christmas Day with him. There must be some sort of enchantment 
on Snape's room. The day had passed slow and sleepy, and it felt as if hardly a second had 
gone by. It was only when he glanced at the clock had he realized he had been there for 
hours. Snape's white room was an oasis of calm and safety in a world that was increasingly 
lacking in both of those things. 


James knocked on the door to Sirius's apartment. The stench of alcohol wafted out when it 
finally opened, hitting James in the face. How many drinks had Sirius already had? 


At least Sirius didn't look buzzed as he leaned against the door frame, staring coolly at James. 
Sirius was dressed up in his Muggle leather jacket, shirt unbuttoned halfway down to his 
chest. "I expected you here earlier," was all Sirius said as he took a swig of his beer. "Moony 
and Wormtail left hours ago. I was just about to head out." 


James winced. "Yeah, I got held up. Sorry. Mum and Dad missed you this morning. Your 
presents are still waiting under the tree for you." He scratched the back of his neck. Why 
couldn't Regulus have just kept his mouth shut? Then things wouldn't be so awkward 
between them. "Is there a party?" 


"There's always a party somewhere." 
"Where at?" 


He could tell Sirius was still angry with him, but he couldn't withstand James's "love me, love 
my dog" look anymore than the teachers could, and he soon buckled and said, "Come on. We 
can ride over together." He suddenly grinned. "You can see what I bought for myself this 
Christmas." 


Sirius led him into the garage adjacent to his building. They passed rows and rows of Muggle 
vehicles until Sirius stopped in front of a black, two-wheeled contraption. James wracked his 
brain for what it was called. "You got a... bicycle?" 


Sirius cackled. "Mate, this is called a motorcycle." 
"But 'bi' means two and it's got two wheels—" 
Sirius was still cackling as he straddled the thing. "Hop on," he said. "And hold on tight." 


James mounted it like he was mounting his broom. The thing rumbled to life and he could 
feel it sputtering between his thighs. How did it even work? Was it safe? Before he could ask, 
Sirius was pulling out of the garage and James flung his arms around his waist. It was almost 
like flying, but not quite. Too low to the ground, too rough, too many obstacles. 


James flinched as Sirius sped around a corner. "What happens if a Muggle hits something 
while riding this?" He asked, having to shout to be heard over the wind. 


"Oh, they die. Or, well, sometimes they don't. I heard about one guy who ended up degloved 
after an accident. The skin peeled off his arm like a banana." 


Oh. James was seriously worried he might throw up all down the back of Sirius's jacket. 
Muggles were mad. The whole lot of them. 


The building Sirius took him to looked like an old warehouse, but the neon lights and the 
thumping of the bass promised more. James was blinded by the roving lights the moment he 
stepped inside, the girls in their too-short dresses glittered as they danced; his eyes couldn't 
stay focused on any one thing for too long. Sequins and hair spinning, a girl falling, laughing 
drunkenly as her friends pulled her back up, a man in the corner with his nose against the 
table and a line of white powder in front of him. It was too much. All of it too much. To go 
from Snape's room, to this, forcefully thrust into a mass of writhing, gyrating bodies. James 
could feel his heart beating in time to the music. He had that feeling he had gotten right 
before his very first Quidditch match. He had been twelve years old and sandwiched between 
two seventh-years and he kept thinking, if J barf they'll never let me live it down. The panic 
was spiking. He felt hot. 


Stop acting like an idiot. You love this kind of thing. You and Siri, exploring the Muggle 
world. Drinking, partying. This is what you like. 


He did not want to crawl back into Snape's little hidey-hole, thank you very much. Snape... 
Snape was affecting him. Fear was catching, like a disease, and Snape's fear had 
contaminated James. That's what this was. He just needed a drink to settle his nerves. 


He made his way to the bar and ordered a drink, downing it quickly and waiting for that 
tingling feeling to overtake his face. He felt his heart slow down, a calm overtaking him, and 
he ordered another beer. 


Where had Sirius gotten to? James leaned against the bar, drinking his beer, and listening to 
the music. It sounded familiar. 


I'll sleep in this place with the lonely crowd 
Lie in the dark where the shadows run from themselves 


"Oh, I know this song!" James happily chirped to the Muggle standing next to him. 


The Muggle looked confused for a moment and then burst into laughter. "Yeah, mate," he 
said, his eyes crinkling in the corners. He had really nice eyes. A very deep, dark shade of 
brown. Almost black. "Everybody knows this song. It's Cream." 


A hand landed on his shoulder. "There you are! I've been looking for you everywhere! Let's 
go." 


Uh oh. Sirius was pissed again, and it looked like he had managed to get a couple of more 
beers in him too. James followed him back out into the cold, winter night. He wished it 
would snow. What right did the sky have, to be this cold and not snow? 


Sirius was mumbling incoherently as he climbed onto the motorcycle. "Can't fucking 
believe... ditched me again..." 


"You good to ride?" James asked. His tongue felt numb in his head as he settled behind his 
friend. 


"If you want to stay, I won't stop you." 
"No, let's go. We can go back to your place." 


Sirius took off, faster than before, and James clutched at his waist, his face buried into his 
back to avoid the stinging, icy wind. "Pads," James warned as Sirius narrowly avoided hitting 
a parked car. 


A sharp corner. "Siri!" 
A truck turning in front of them. "SIRIUS!" 


James didn't know what had happened, except that he was suddenly flying through the air, the 
black pavement rushing to greet him, and he didn't have any time to reach for his wand, no 
time to cast a spell, but his innate magic did that for him. The pavement suddenly became 
rubbery and James smacked his face against it, bouncing back up before finally landing 
several yards away from the smoking motorcycle. James sat up and rubbed his nose, only for 
it to come away bloody. At least it wasn't broken. He was lucky. He hadn't lost control of his 
magic since he was eleven; it was only because of pure instinct that it happened now. 


He turned around to see Sirius stumbling to his feet, his leather jacket shredded but otherwise 
looking no more worse for wear. He quickly shrank his ruined motorcycle and stuffed it in his 
pocket. 


"Oh God, kid, are you alright?" The Muggle truck driver climbed shakily out of the driver's 
seat, but before he could take another step, Sirius whipped his wand around. "Obliviate!" 


Sirius ran and grabbed James by the sleeve of his jacket, yanking him up and pulling him 
down a side alley, leaving the Muggle staring confusedly at the dent in the side of his truck. 


It took James a moment to realize that Sirius was laughing. 


"That was close!" He said, his grin wild and manic. "Did you see his face?" And then he 
threw back his head and cackled. 


James shoved him, wrenching free from his grip. "What the fuck is the matter with you!?" He 
screamed. 


"What's the matter with me? What's the matter with you!" Sirius shoved him back. 
"You could have killed that man! You could have killed us!" 


"Oh, climb down off your high broom. You know, a year ago, you would have thought this 
funny!" Sirius shook his head, his wild curls tangling together. "Ever since Reg... ever since 
school started you've changed. You don't want to have fun, you're always studying—" 


"We're not kids anymore! This is our last year at Hogwarts, we have N.E.W.T.s!" 


"It's more than that! Even when you're standing right next to me, it's like you're a million 
miles away! I don't know how to reach you anymore!" Sirius's face crumpled into something 
hard and bitter. "If you don't want to be friends anymore then just say it. Don't keep dragging 
me along like this." 


"Sin..." James reached forward and wrapped his arms around his shoulders. "I always want 
to be your friend." 


He heard Sirius sniff into his jacket, rub his face into the wool. They stood like that for a long 
time, until Sirtus turned his head and placed a kiss against his jaw. 


James pulled back immediately, jerking in Sirius's grip. "Siri—" 
"Sorry," he muttered, his face blushing as he let go. "Forget it, I-" 
"I'm sorry," James said at the exact same time. "I can't." 


"It's fine," he was still mumbling, still not looking at James. "Just... just don't leave me 
behind, okay?" 


"Never," James vowed, wrapping his arm around Sirius's shoulder as they started the walk 
back to his flat. "You and I, we're going to be Aurors together. We're always going to be 


friends." 


Chapter End Notes 


Listen to "White Room" by Cream 


Chapter 6 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter is called "Periods and Beards; or, James Potter's Impending Gay Panic" 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


James sat as straight as could at the family breakfast table and tried not to wince at the 
clinking of silverware against the fine bone china that went off like an explosion in his aching 
head. He regretfully realized when he awoke that morning with the sudden and violent need 
to hurl whatever contents were sloshing around inside his stomach that he was horribly 
hungover. Had his parents noticed? No, no, he didn’t think so. And, anyway, they had 
probably never had a hangover in their life. His parents? Getting piss drunk? No, absolutely 
not, could never have happened. 


His father shook out that morning’s Daily Prophet, earning a glare from his mother who did 
not believe in reading at the table. James shoveled eggs into his mouth and absently scanned 
the front page. 


“DEATH EATERS SWING VOTE IN THEIR FAVOUR; Talks of a ‘Lord of Magic’ 
circulate, Montrose Shacklebolt decries it a cult and demands proof of power, but people 
want change.” 


“NEW SPRING FASHIONS IN; Latest robes from Paris feature tasseled cords under bust for 
this upcoming spring.” 


“MR AND MRS RASMUS NOTT BACK FROM HONEYMOON; See their collection of 
art purchased while in Greece and Italy on page 17.” 


Lucy Snowe, a Muggleborn witch of twenty-eight years, has been reported missing as of last 
week, Her last known whereabouts were in the Leaky Cauldron where she had reportedly 
gotten into a row with a patron. It had started as a spirited debate about the political 
organization known as the Death Eaters, during which Miss Snowe had taken offense. She 
was noted to have stood up on a table and shouted, “Why are you so afraid of saying his 
name? Voldemort, Voldemort, Voldemort! There! I said it!” before storming out of the 
establishment. She has not been heard from or seen since. The Aurors are still attempting to 
find out the identity of the man she had fought with. Miss Snowe had once been engaged to 
pureblood Jeremiah Smith, although it was broken off when— James felt his eyelids droop as 
he scanned the article. Lily would have an absolute cow over it. “Why do they always have to 
bring up a woman’s marital status?” She demanded time after time in the common room. 
“We’re more than just objects to be bought and sold and married off! And her blood status! 
Why make note of it at all? Isn’t it good enough that she’s a witch, same as the rest of us? 
They have to drag out her entire family tree too?” 


It took James a moment to realize it had been a while since his father had turned the page, 
and now his mother had abandoned her own rule and was leaning over Fleamont’s shoulder, 
her eyes growing ever wider as she read. “What?” James demanded, growing annoyed at 
their lack of response. ““What’s going on? What does it say?” 


Fleamont looked at his son, then back at the paper, and then once more at James. He set the 
paper down. James snatched it up and what he saw made his heart drop. It was a picture of 
himself and Sirius, drunkenly stumbling around his motorcycle. He watched as this black- 
and-white version of Sirius figured out how to get the thing turned on and then they were 
zooming off, out of the frame. “ROUND THE NIGHT CLUBS OF MUGGLE LONDON” 
the headline read. ‘Bright Young Things’ James Potter and Sirius Black were seen partying 
into the early morning hours Christmas Day with Muggles at a night club. They, and their 
half-blood companions, made the papers last summer when Mr Potter got into a physical 
altercation with Rasmus Nott during a ball hosted by his bride's family. 


“Tt an absolute disgrace the way these young children run amuck,”’ Mr Cornelius Carrow 
was quoted as saying after the fight between Potter and Nott. “No honour, no discipline, no 
respect for tradition. They’re no better than those Muggle hoodlums you see running around 
these days. I tell you, one of the few good ideas the Muggles came up with was the 
workhouse. Not all Muggles are shiftless and lazy and prone to criminality — quite a few of 
them are, but not all — and this mixing of degenerates with respectable Muggles has sullied 
the whole lot! Used to be a wizard could visit Muggle London and not have to worry about 
his safety, but now they’ve got those bombs and pistols and they’re so violent they have no 
qualms about using them! A reckoning is about to commence, I promise you that!” 


Although Sirius Black has been disowned, James Potter is still heir to the Potter fortune and 
his father ’s company. 


There was no mention of the accident or Sirius’s use of Obliviation. James let loose a small 
sigh of relief, thankful for small mercies. 


“James,” his mother’s reproachful voice sounded from across the table. He reluctantly 
dragged his eyes upward. “You promised me you would behave yourself.” 


“Sirius was in a rotten mood, he just needed a little cheering up. You know how he gets,” 
James protested, scrounging around for an excuse. Then he sighed again. There really was no 
excuse, and he was getting tired of trying to come up with new ones. Sirius wasn t thinking, 
James had said after the ‘prank’ with Moony and Snape. Sirius didn t understand the 
consequences. Sirius was angry and didn t know what to do. Sirius had a bad childhood. 
Sirius doesn t know any better. “I’m sorry.” It was getting easier and easier to say that. “Ill 
have a talk with Sirtus. He won’t last through Auror training at this rate.” 


“Sirius does have his troubles. Poor boy.” Euphemia shook her head. “I wish he would come 
back home to us. He needs proper looking after. He never got it from his own mother.” 


Fleamont had his big hands folded on the table. He was usually silent during these sorts of 
things, preferring to let his wife take the lead, but now he spoke up. “He’s a grown man now, 
Phemy, he’s going to have to learn how to make better choices.” He looked at James. “Have 
you spoken to Miss Evans recently?” He always called her Miss Evans. He was so old- 


fashioned at times. “I thought her a moral, upstanding sort when I met her at the station last 
year. She’s Head Girl this year, isn’t she?” 


She'll make a better companion than Sirius 1s what his father meant to say. “I had actually 
planned to call on her today,” James lied, hoping that it might provide him an out from this 
awkward conversation. 


“That’s wonderful. You should invite her over sometime.” 

James nodded as he slunk out of his chair. “Of course.” 

“T heard she’s a deft hand at Potions. I wonder if she’d want to see the gardens...” 
“She’d love it, Father,” James called out as he edged out of the room. 

“Do send her our regards!” 

James booked it. 


He made a big show of putting on his coat and gloves, and, as he waved goodbye and stepped 
out the door, he wondered, why not? Why not go visit Evans? He didn’t want to see Sirius 
right now, and the full moon was coming up so Remus wouldn’t be much fun, and if he tried 
to visit Peter at his family’s farm he’d just get roped into doing chores. He knew her address, 
he’d sent her letters before, but he’d never actually gone there. Snape lives there too, James 
thought. Or, at least, he did. Technically, he lived at St Mungo’s now. But that’s where his 
parents were, and James felt a burning curiosity to see these mysterious creatures. He knew 
about Snape’s mother, of course, everyone did; depending on who told the story, it was either 
a romance full of passion for a penniless Muggle or a cautionary tale on the dangers of 
premarital sex. James wanted to see this Muggle who had managed to lure a pureblood girl 
into a life of penury. He must be very handsome and charming. James imagined him to be a 
little like Severus, but taller maybe and well-built, maybe with a beard. Yes, definitely with a 
beard. James could see it, he bet Severus would look good with a beard. 


James reached the end of the drive, lifted his wand and said, “Lumos!” and not long after the 
Knight Bus appeared. He didn’t want to risk apparating to a place he’d never been before. 


“Where to?” The driver asked. 
“Cokeworth.” 


James could admit that he had grown up a little sheltered, shielded from most of the Muggle 
world. What little he had seen of it lately mostly revolved around clubs and bars and pubs. 
He had experienced very little of actual Muggle life. And so, the moment James stepped off 
the bus onto the curb, his nose wrinkled, and he said, “Ugh, what is that smell?” 


A Muggle pushed his way through the half-melted dirty slush. “That’ll be the mill, kid,” he 
said as he passed. 


Cokeworth had its heyday between 1840 and 1860 when the textile industry was booming, 
and the town could boast over five different mills. It had been in a steady decline ever since: 


the old Victorian architecture was crumbling, the streets were in disrepair, many of its 
residents were out of work. Now, in 1978, it was little more than a relic. 


Remus told him that Lily was middle class, and James had believed him. She didn’t have as 
many sets of robes as James or Sirius had, nor was the material as nice, but they were clean 
and new, and she always had at least two pairs of shoes. But James had imagined something 
like the picturesque, white-washed cottage Remus lived in with its rambling roses, or even 
the refurbished country house where Peter lived. Not this squat, ugly thing made of brick 
with a driveway that took up the entire garden, alongside a row of identical and equally 
hideous houses, and nary a flower in sight. The only flowers Cokeworth had probably ever 
seen were Lily and Petunia themselves. 


James rang the doorbell and waited patiently for someone to open it. 

“Yes?” Mrs Evans asked as she opened the door. 

“Hi, Mrs Evans. I’m James Potter, I go to school with Lily. We met on the platform.” 
“Oh, yes, of course. Come in, come in. Lily isn’t home right now. She went for a walk.” 
“In this weather?” 


“T figured she’d be alright to go. She showed me a charm she learned. A heating charm. Neat 
little things those are. Really saves on our electricity bill. Please, have a seat.” 


“Tf it’s alright, I think I'll go look for her. Do you know where she was heading?” 
“To the park. I can give you directions.” 

“Thank you, Mrs Evans. Do you mind if I use your bathroom first?” 

“Of course, just right upstairs.” 


James went up the stairs. The house was small, about the same size as Remus’s cottage, and 
upstairs there was just the bath with two bedrooms on either side of it. He went into the 
bathroom and lifted the toilet seat; he couldn’t help but notice a sanitary napkin lying openly 
in the trashcan next to the toilet as he did his business. Was that blood? He could feel himself 
blushing hotly and hurriedly flushed the toilet before skittering out of there. 


Lily's bedroom door is open, James thought as he came out of the bathroom. The room had to 
belong to Lily and her sister. The door was cracked, and he could see two beds with a dresser 
shoved between them, one covered in Gryffindor red and the other in pink frilly lace. James 
glanced down the stairs. Mrs Evans was still in the kitchen. Cautiously, he crept forward, 
pushing the door open all the way. 


It was small and cramped. No wonder Lily and Petunia were always at each other’s throats. 
There was no room to breathe in here. James stepped inside, making his way along the 
winding path between the mounds of discarded bras, old receipts and empty bottles of Cresta. 
Girls are gross, James thought as he came up to the small desk the two sisters had somehow 
managed to fit inside their bedroom. 


James scanned the collection of books lined up along the top of the desk and stacked up on 
the floor beside the chair. He didn’t recognize any of them. The Last Unicorn, Tuck 
Everlasting, The Feminine Mystique... That last one definitely belongs to Lily, James thought, 
picking it up and feeling its heft. He flipped it open to a random page. Over and over again, 
stories in womens magazines insist that women can know fulfillment only at the moment of 
giving birth to a child. They deny the years when she can no longer look forward to giving 
birth, even if she repeats the act over and over again. In the feminine mystique, there is no 
other way for a woman to dream of creation or of the future. There is no other way she can 
even dream about herself, except as her children’s mother, her husband’; wife... Definitely 
Lily's. He set it back down, his eyes drawn to a slim booklet half-hidden between the thick 
volumes. 


Protect and Survive was the title, and underneath it were the words, This booklet tells you 
how to make your home and your family as safe as possible under nuclear attack. Nuclear? 
James had heard that word before, he was almost positive. He flipped through it, slowly 
sinking onto Lily’s bed as he saw pictures of a strange mushroom cloud, of a house being 
torn apart by a mysterious wind, of dust falling. /f Britain is attacked by nuclear bombs or by 
missiles, we do not know what targets will be chosen or how severe the assault will be... 


James shoved the booklet back where it belonged, his eyes drifting over the photographs 
pinned to the wall. Most of them were of Petunia cuddled up to a rather large Muggle man 
with very little neck. There was just the one of Lily. Lily and Snape. Together. They looked to 
be about nine or ten. Lily had her arm wrapped around Snape's neck, and Snape was 

grinning. Grinning. A big, open smile showing his crooked teeth. James had never seen him 
smile like that. He traced the picture with his finger, waiting for it to move, for Snape to close 
his mouth and sneer, but this was a Muggle photograph. Snape was frozen in time, a happier 
time. 


James hurried down the stairs. “Thank you, Mrs Evans. I’m going to find Lily now,” he said 
as he came down the stairs. 


“Alright. Tell her to be home for dinner.” 
“T will!” 


The park might actually have been pretty come spring, but right now it was covered in dirty, 
soot-specked snow. The trees were leafless and grey, the sky was grey, even the snow was 
grey. Everywhere was grey. The only colour was Lily’s red, red hair waving in the breeze. 
She was sitting at the base of a tree, smoking a cigarette, a crumpled pack lying beside her. 
“Potter,” she said as he approached. “What are you doing here?” 


“Looking for you.” 


She blew out a puff of smoke and put out her cigarette in a clump of snow. James didn’t like 
smoking, and he especially didn’t like it when girls smoked, but he suddenly found himself 
drawn to the smell. It reminded him of something... He took a seat next to her, and tried to 
catch a better whiff of it. 


“How was your Christmas?” Lily asked. 


“Fine, same as always. You?” 
“Same as always,” she parroted. 


They sat there, not saying anything. James scrambled for a topic. “I didn’t know you 
smoked.” 


“T don’t,” Lily answered, and said nothing more. There was a dark, brooding expression on 
her face, and he wondered at it. 


“Hey, Lily, can I ask you something?” 
“Sure.” 
“What’s a nuclear bomb?” 


Lily finally turned to look properly at him. “You want to know what a nuclear bomb is? 
Alright, P’1l admit, that one surprised me.” She took a few seconds to gather her words. 
“Tt’s... you know what a bullet is, right? A gun? Think of it as a giant bullet that can be 
dropped from the sky. It can wipe out all life for miles and miles wherever it lands.” 


“Oh... but if it dropped here I could just use Protego to keep myself safe, right?” 


Lily laughed. “You wizards are funny. Sure, Potter, if you want to think that. Anyway, the 
real problem isn’t the bomb, it’s the fallout. Fallout is the dust the bomb releases. It’s 
poison.” 


“Why would Muggles invent something like that?” 
“Why did wizards invent the Killing Curse?” 


She pulled out another cigarette, lit it with a little wandless magic, and took a drag. James 
closed his eyes and breathed in the scent. 


“Hey, James?” 
“Yes?” 
“Can I kiss you?” 


James snapped his eyes open, his heart thundering. “Umm...” Smooth, real smooth, idiot. 
This was his chance! Lily wanted to kiss him! And he didn’t even have to pester her into it! 
“Who am I to deny such a beautiful woman?” Ugh, that was dumb. But Lily still tilted her 
head, her lips softly parted, and James, unable to hide his smirk, swooped down. The first 
thing he noticed was the taste. She tasted like tobacco, and James thought he would be put off 
by that, but he wasn’t. He wanted to taste more of it. He lifted his hand to cup her jaw, 
slipping his tongue along the edge of her mouth, and... 


It felt off. Her face felt weirdly small, and her lips were too soft, like kissing an overripe 
peach. He wanted something harder, something rougher, something... A memory slipped 


quietly between his thoughts, a memory of Severus Snape leaning against one of the 
greenhouses, smoking this same brand of cigarette, his angular jaw moving, thin, hard lips 
wrapped around— 


James’s brain stuttered and tried to restart as Lily pulled back with a frown. “I thought you’d 
be better at that,” she said. She gave him a small, lopsided smile and a friendly pat on the 
knee. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’I1 find someone to practice with. I better get home.” 


“T’ll walk you!” James said, leaping to his feet. Those crazy thoughts about Snape were 
pushed into a dark corner of his brain; he needed to focus on Lily. He needed a distraction, 
and Lily was beautiful. Perfect. She looked like one of Titian’s goddesses. 


“Come on then. Let’s go the long way.” 


The long way apparently went through the town’s roughest neighborhoods. “I’m not allowed 
to come here by myself,” Lily mentioned offhandedly as she kicked at a broken bottle left 
lying in the gutter. “My Dad is convinced I’ll get kidnapped and murdered if I step one foot 
inside Spinner's End, never mind that I’m a bloody witch.” The houses that crowded on either 
side of the street were derelict, ancient things left untouched since the days of Queen 
Victoria. Lily pointed to one of them. “That’s where Sev lives. Or, well, he used to. I don’t 
know if he still does. I haven’t seen him around anywhere. I came here the first day back and 
banged on the door. His dad answered. He was falling down drunk, but he still tried to take a 
swing at me with his bottle when he realized I was a witch. Fucker.” 


She flicked her eyes at him. “Don’t suppose you know where he went, do you?” 


James swallowed thickly. He should tell her. Why didn’t he want to tell her? She probably 
wouldn’t even visit him, she’s stubborn like that. Too proud. And even if she did Snape 
wouldn’t let her in. James was the only one he considered worth talking to. Warmth bloomed 
in his chest at the thought. Just him. Only him. 


But Lily... 


There was a chance, a slight chance, a miniscule, tiny chance... that Snape would throw open 
his door the moment he heard Lily wanted to see him... he might run into her arms... and 
they’d go off and sit close enough together that their knees touched and whisper, whisper, 
whisper like they used to do at Hogwarts, ignoring everyone else, their eyes only on each 
other... 


James shook his head. “No, I don’t know any more than you do.” 
Lily pulled out another cigarette. “Yeah, thought not,” she said bitterly. 


"I'm sorry," James said, not meaning it one bit. 


Chapter End Notes 


Read Protect and Survive here. 


Interlude 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Dear Lucius, 


I haven't forgotten what I owe. I am grateful for everything you have done for me, and I am 
sorry it's all gone to waste— 


Dear Lily, 


I just want to tell you that Iam sorry. I'm not looking for your forgiveness, or your friendship, 
I just needed you to know that. Everyone always said we belonged to two different worlds, 
maybe we were meant to be strangers— 


Da, 


I know you think I'm weak, that I won't survive out there in the real world on my own. I 
wanted to prove you wrong. Mum told me that you were forced to go to a workhouse when 
you were a child, before they shut them all down. She said I should try to be more 
understanding when you'd fly into rage because you had been institutionalized and that sort 
of thing leaves scars. She said Grandmother Snape had been born in the workhouse, and her 
mother before her had died in one, and that her family had been too poor to reclaim her body 
so they sold her to a teaching hospital to be dissected and thrown in a nameless grave. I 
suppose I'm just fulfilling my destiny. This is exactly where I was always meant to end up, 
here or in prison— 


Severus balls up the parchment and throws it in the bin, adding it to the ever-growing pile. 
Maybe one day he'll get the nerve to actually send one of these letters. 


Tap, tap, tap. 


Severus grinds his teeth in frustration and gets to his feet. He throws open his door and sees 
Potter's body-less face floating in front of him. "You do have permission to come during 
visiting hours, you know." Severus points out as he allows the ghost-like figure to float into 
his candle-lit room. "You don't have to keep showing up here at midnight." 


Potter tosses the invisibility cloak on the chair, and stands in front of him whole and solid. 
The breadth of his shoulders are wide from playing Quidditch, and he is tall, so very tall, 
looming over him in the darkness. Severus swallows thickly and glides to the safety of the 
other side of the room. 


"I have to go back to Hogwarts in the morning," Potter says. 


"And you decided to spend your last night of freedom here? With Snivellus?" Severus sneers, 
enjoying the slight flinch at the old nickname. Poor, pitiful Potter, he's just so very sorry. 
He'll get over it eventually, Severus thinks. He knows Lily will never forgive him and he's 
accepted that, it's time that Potter did the same. He's going to graduate in a few months, and 
he'll be off going to work, getting married, having babies. He won't be able to spend his time 
wallowing in Severus's cell. The visits will come less and less and eventually they'll stop — 
sooner rather than later — and whatever pain and guilt he feels right now will scab over until 
it's only a half-forgotten memory. 


Then Severus will really be alone. 

The thought is terrifying. 

It's what you want, he scolds himself. Safety requires sacrifice. 

Potter is already moving toward the turntable. "What have you brought this time?" 
"It's called Einstein on the Beach." 

"It's called what now?" 

"Einstein on the Beach. The shopkeeper said it came out just a few years ago—" 
"_Ooh, did you actually bring me something from this decade?" 


"And, anyway, I'd figure you'd know who Einstein is," Potter continues as if he hadn't heard 
him. "Even /'ve heard of Einstein." 


"You know about Albert Einstein?" He asks as he drops onto his bed. "Please, by all means, 
enlighten me." 


"He's that guy who tried to bring the dead back to life," Potter confidently answers as he 
places the needle on the record. Severus thinks he must have scratched it because his brain is 
making a screeching noise as he tries to process what Potter just told him. 


"I'm sorry, he did what now?" 
"He brought a dead man back to life with your science, like an inferius." 


Merlin. Potter is talking about Frankenstein, and the stupid wizard has the gall to look at 
Severus as if he is the idiot. 


He can't breathe. He's laughing too hard. He's lying flat on his back, tears streaming down his 
face, as he howls with laughter. Potter goes to the other side of the bed, hops up next to him, 
lips pursed in a puzzled pout, which only makes Severus laugh harder. 


"You used to be afraid of me," Potter says, one hand braced against his chin, staring, as 
Severus slowly comes down from the high. 


Severus snorts. "That was before you spent weeks drunkenly crying outside my door. I don't 
even respect you as a man now, much less fear you." 


"I didn't cry!" 
"You sobbed. Like a baby." 


Potter stretches out until he's lying on his side, close enough to touch, still staring at him with 
wide eyes. Severus can feel the heat rising in his cheeks. 


"What? Why are you looking at me like that?" 


Potter ducks his head. "I just... never thought I would be able to make you laugh like that." 


1, 2,3,4 
E23, 4,556 
12,3, 4,5, 6,7, 8 
Will it get some wind for the sailboat? 
And it could get for it is 
It could get the railroad for these workers 
And it could be where it is 
It could Franky 
It could be Franky 
It could be very fresh and clean 
It could be a balloon 
Oh, these are the days my friends 


And these are the days my friends 


"Potter?" Severus whispers as the woman's voice echoed from the record player. 


"Hm?" Potter hums. They're lying along the length of the bed, facing each other, their noses 
almost touching. Potter is still staring. 


"What the fuck is this album?" 


Potter jerks as if he's suddenly aware of the nonsensical murmurs filling the room. He sits up 
and leans over Severus to reach for the album sleeve, and Severus freezes, like a frightened 
rabbit, as Potter's body drapes across him, hovering, still not quite touching but he can feel 
the heat from his chest and stomach radiating through his robes. 


Potter pulls back and the cold rushes in. "It says here that it's an 'experimental opera." 


Severus chuckles, his eyelids growing heavy as he half-listens to the lyrical ramblings. It was 
like something out of Alice in Wonderland. "You should have signed up for Muggle Studies. 
Albert Einstein was a physicist. He helped create the atomic bomb." 


Two lovers sat on a park bench, 

with their bodies touching each other, 
holding hands in the moonlight. 

There was silence between them. 

So profound was their love for each other 
they needed no words to express it, 

and so they sat in silence on a park bench 
with their bodies touching, 

holding hands in the moonlight. 


Finally she spoke, 

"Do you love me, John?" she asked. 

"You know I love you, darling," He replied. 
"T love you more than tongue can tell. 

You are the light of my life, 

my sun, moon, and stars, 

you are my everything. 

Without you, I have no reason for being." 


Again, there was silence 

as the two lovers sat on a park bench, 

their bodies touching, 

holding hands in the moonlight. 

Once more, she spoke, 

"How much do you love me, John?" she asked. 


He answered, "How much do I love you? 
Count the stars in the sky, 
measure the waters of the oceans with a teaspoon, 


number the grains of sand on the seashore. 
Impossible, you say?" 


The sunlight is cold as it streams through his window, but his bed is warm. Severus ducks his 
head deeper into his blankets, lulled by the silent rise and fall. 


He snaps his eyes open. 


Potter is asleep and sprawled across the little wrought iron bed, still wearing his ridiculously 
expensive dragonhide boots. Severus's head lying tucked under his arm, braced against his 
ribcage. He fell asleep. He fell asleep on Potter. 


There's a knock on his door. 


Severus scrambles up, jabbing at Potter to wake him up— "Hm? Wha—?" He asks between 
yawns, doing very little except to scratch at his ridiculous hair, messing it even further. 
Severus makes a mad dash for the door, but it's already opening. 


The old witch that delivers his meals stares in shock at the disheveled boy lying in Severus's 
bed. He's so afraid, so mortified, he can't even speak. He stands there, petrified as she takes it 
all in. 


She sets down the tray on Severus's desk and says, "Visiting hours are over. We best get you 
out of here before the rest of the staff see you." 


The mediwitch ushers Potter out of bed, and he manages to shoot Severus a sheepish smile 
before the door closes behind him. Severus let's himself fall in the chair beside his desk. 


Merlin, what is happening? 


The smell of bacon and eggs does little to quell the rising nausea. He takes up the newspaper 
left lying on the tray instead, and shakes out the pages as he unfolds it. 


"MISSING MUGGLEBORN FOUND DEAD" 
The body of Lucy Snowe was found dead the morning of January 5. While the identity of her 


killer remains unknown, the person or persons responsible left a brazen calling card in the 
form of a spectral skull hovering above her corpse... 


Chapter End Notes 


Listen to Knee Play 5" by Philip Glass from Einstein on the Beach 


Chapter 7 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter should be called "Propaganda." Whose propaganda? Everyone's. 


A couple of more quotes from The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie because Brodie is gonna 
Brodie. 


Dear Severus, 


James regretted it as soon as he wrote it. Severus? Since when was he Severus? He set fire to 
the parchment, got a new one, and tried again. 


Dear Snape, 


No, wait. Snape would laugh if he read that. Snape wasn't dear to him. There was no Dear 
Snape. 


Snape 


Just Snape. That's how two bitter rivals would address each other. 


But why shouldn't he be Severus? Why shouldn't he be dear? They talked, and they laughed, 
and that made them friends as far as James was concerned. 


And he had fit so comfortably against James that night they fell asleep against each other... 
James balled up the parchment, tapped his wand against it and watched it burn. 


The classroom door opened and Professor Brodie pulled up short when she saw James sitting 
all alone at his table. "You're here early," she commented as she set her bag down beside her 
desk. "Where are your friends?" 


"I don't know," he said. Still in the Great Hall, he presumed. 


Brodie's perfectly arched brow inched up her forehead. It annoyed James a little; was it really 
so surprising that he was alone? There wasn't a bloody umbilical cord attached to the 
Marauders. They were all their own people. 


Brodie folded her arms and leaned against her desk. "Professor McGonagall warned me about 
you, you know." 


James looked up. "What did she say?" 


"That you liked to cause trouble, but to be honest you don't seem like much of a 
troublemaker." Her eyes pierced through him. "You seem confused and unsure." 


Confused and unsure. Yeah, that summed up his life so far this year. 


"These are strange, dangerous times," she continued, pushing off of the desk and stepping 
forward. She placed her hand gently on his shoulder. "As you grow older, life becomes more 
complicated. The simple black-and-white thinking of childhood gives way to a world of grey. 
If you ever need to talk, you can always—" 


The door opened, and Brodie pulled away. Sirius stood at the threshold, his eyes darting 
between them while Remus grumbled from behind, "What's the hold up?" 


Sirius said nothing. He moved forward, taking his usual seat beside James. 


"You have spent seven years learning to fear the Dark Arts," Brodie said as the rest of the 
class filed in. "But the Dark Arts is a tool, nothing more." 


James froze. He could hear several of his classmates shifting in their seats. That statement 
bordered on criminal. She could get fired for saying that. James glanced at Sirtus, and saw 
the muscles in his jaw tense. He hoped she wouldn't get fired. Brodie cared about her 
students, she was a good teacher, and that was a rare quality when it came to the DADA 
position. 


"Any spell, whether classified as Light or Dark, can kill or maim. I could drown you with a 
scourgify. | could blind you with a /umos. Do not imagine yourselves as impervious to harm 
just because you have magic. Even Muggles can kill." 


A few snickers broke out. Brodie smiled and lifted her brow. "You don't think a Muggle 
could?" 


"Well, they've tried before, haven't they?" A Ravenclaw boy asked. "We've all heard about 
the witch trials, but the only people they managed to hurt was their own kind. A little bonfire 
is no issue for a real witch." 


"And you think nothing has changed in the four hundred years since then?" Brodie asked. "I 
can assure you Muggles have long grown passed torches and pitchforks. They are ingenious 
little things, especially in all the ways of killing." 


The class still looked unconvinced. James raised his hand. "What about the bomb? The atom 
bomb?" 


"Excellent point, Mr Potter. Who here has heard of World War II?" Brodie asked. A few 
students, mostly Muggleborns, raised their hands. "World War II was a Muggle war that 
occurred between several different nations from 1938 to 1945. The war finally ended in its 
entirety when the United States dropped two atomic bombs on the cities of Nagasaki and 
Hiroshima, killing 200,000 Muggles in an instant." She looked out at them all. "In addition, 
roughly 2,000 Japanese wizards and witches also perished. Some were instantly incinerated, 
others died from radiation poisoning. Their hair fell out, their organs began to bleed, they 
suffered seizures and fluid began to build up around their brains. And then they died." Brodie 
raked her gaze over each and every one of them. "Even now there are bombs pointing down 
at us from every direction. The Muggles have entered into an agreement of mutually assured 
destruction. Their governments have decided that if one drops the bomb, the others will do 
the same, destroying themselves, this planet, and everything on it, including us." 


The entire classroom was quiet. Merlin, what were the Muggles thinking? Why was the 
Ministry allowing this? Why weren't they stopping them? They should take away their 
bombs, and prevent them from making new ones. They could do it. They had magic. Statute 
of Secrecy be damned. 


James used to daydream about being an Auror, a hero, dueling dark wizards with long, black 
greasy hair and hooked noses, rescuing helpless Muggles from being sacrificed in a blood 
ritual. He didn't fantasize about that anymore. When he tried, the dark wizard always looked 
like him: handsome and with roguish grins. 


James flew through the air, still clutching onto the Quaffle even as Smith spiraled wildly out 
of control as she dodged a bludger. He could see the two Slytherin beaters closing in on him. 
Shit, shit, I'm not going to make it, James thought. Gryffindor was in the lead by a wide 
margin. The new Slytherin keeper couldn't catch a cold, much less a Quaffle, and if the 
Gryffindors kept this up it wouldn't even matter if the Slytherins caught the snitch. They just 
needed a few more points— 


A shadow fell over James as one of the Slytherin beaters flew over him, his body blocking 
out the sun. James leaned forward, trying to make his broom go faster. His lips were chapped 
from the cold, stinging wind whipping past him. He could see the goal posts. He lifted the 
Quaffle, ready to throw— 


He saw something large and black hurtling toward him from the corner of his eye. This was 
it. He was a goner. 


And then Josiah Pines zipped up beside him, swinging out and smashing the bludger away 
from his face. James threw the Quaffle and— 


"GRYFFINDOR SCORES! JUST IN TIME TOO! REGULUS BLACK HAS CAUGHT 
THE GOLDEN SNITCH! GRYFFINDOR WINS WITH 170 POINTS TO SLYTHERIN'S 
160! SLYTHERIN IS OUT OF THE RUNNING! THE QUIDDITCH CHAMPIONSHIP 
WILL BE BETWEEN HUFFLEPUFF AND RAVENCLAW!" 


James was in a daze when he found himself standing upright on the ground. He could hear 
the roars and cheers crashing all around him. Someone slung an arm around his neck and 


shouted, "Good on you!" Throngs of students decked in red and gold rushed from the stands, 
from all houses but Slytherin. Nobody cared who got the Quidditch Cup so long as it wasn't 
Slytherin. 


Lily's face appeared in front of him. "Congratulations!" She yelled, and even though she was 
standing right next to him James struggled to hear her over the raucous din. 


"Thanks!" He said and leaned down into her hug, still holding onto his broom and helmet. 
The hug was brief, delivered with a hearty slap on his shoulder. The kind of hug he might 
give Marlene or Mary or any of the other Gryffindor girls. James waited for that familiar 
twisting heat that left him feeling both nervous and cocky whenever Lily touched him, but it 
never came. Instead there was just a warm, friendly glow between them. James smiled and 
pulled back. 


"Oof!" James stumbled as Sirius slammed into his back. 
"You did it! You beat those slimy bastards!" 


"Let's not forget Pines!" James crowed and the crowd all cheered and turned to rush their 
newest teammate, who stood bashfully to the side. "I'd be on my way to the hospital wing if it 
wasn't for him!" 


"I told you he'd get better," James said, turning back to Sirius, who was still hanging off his 
neck. 


"Yeah, yeah, I guess you guys didn't need me after all—" His smile was frozen in place. 
"Siri" 


"I'm not upset," Sirius insisted. "I wished I had been up there with you, but I never planned to 
make a career out of this. You and I— we're going to be Aurors." 


James yanked Sirius closer and swung him around a little, laughing at his yelps and threats as 
he tried to wiggle free of his grip. "You bet we are! The world better watch out!" 


The crowd was chanting, "PINES! PINES! PINES!" Until a lone voice shouted, 
"MUDBLOOD!" 


No one was sure who had said it— some blamed the Slytherin Chaser Amycus Carrow, but 
accounts differed. The only thing James knew for certain was that the crowd turned swiftly 
on the Slytherins left lingering on the field. 


Madam Hooch's whistle was blowing, but it did nothing to stop the spells flying in every 
direction, nor did it halt the rest of Slytherin House from rushing onto the field from the 
stands. The Quidditch field had turned into a pitched battle. James ducked wildly out of the 
way of an unknown spell. 


Sirius tore himself free and like a madman he threw himself at the Slytherin Quidditch team, 
managing to land a solid punch right on Regulus's nose. James felt pushed along by the mass 
of bodies, Lily and Remus crushed between him and one of the Gryffindor beaters. He tried 


to wiggle his arm free, to lift his broom high enough to at least pull the Lily and Remus and 
himself to safety, but he couldn't move. People were crying. He could see coloured lights 
streaking across the sky above his head. Someone elbowed him in the back of his head. 


A rat scurried across his foot. "Peter, you son of a bitch. Get back here and help us," James 
hissed. 


And then he felt his feet lift, and he was twisting in the air, floating, the broom still uselessly 
clutched in his fist. Lily and Remus drifted away from him, and he tried to reach out, to grab 
Remus's hand, but he was already too far away. Sirius and Regulus were twisted together, still 
trying to hit the other, even as they rotated meters above the ground, never even noticing 
what was happening. 


"That is quite enough of that!" Albus Dumbledore's voice echoed across the pitch as he came 
down from the stands. "You will all go straight to your common rooms while we investigate 
what happened! Rest assured the instigators will be punished!" 


"Well, I must say, I am very disappointed in all of you," Brodie announced at their very next 
lesson. "Honestly! What were you all thinking?" 


Sirius was quick to respond. "One of the Slytherins called Josiah a mudblood!" He protested. 
His jaw was working, his eyes alight. He must have heard that word often growing up. 


"And because of one Slytherin's misdeeds, you must fight all of them? I saw that you went 
straight for your brother in the fight. I know he wasn't the one who said it, but you still went 
after him." 


"There's a war coming," Sirius snapped, eliciting a few gasps from some of the students 
sitting nearby. "Those Death Eaters are trouble! I bet they're the ones that killed that 
Muggleborn girl!" 


"The Death Eaters are nothing more than a fringe political party—" 


"They're not!" Sirtus slammed his fist against the table, making James jump. "I've listened to 
them talk! My mother used to host fucking tea parties for them! And they were all Slytherins! 
Every last one of them! We have to decide now which side we're on! Right, James?" 


James opened his mouth. He thought about Severus. He thought about him crying, vomiting, 
staring at him with wide, frightened eyes in that white room. 


"Right, Prongs?" Sirius asked again, his voice a little quieter. 
"I— I don't know if they're all bad—" 


Sirius was always so passionate, so animated, but now all the expression drained from his 
face. He stood up from his desk and walked out of the room, not stopping even when Brodie 
called for him to sit back down. 


"Phrases like 'us and them' and 'our side' are always employed to cut across individualism, 
love and personal loyalties," Professor Brodie said as she handed James a cup of tea after 
class had been dismissed. 


"I feel like I've betrayed him." 


"You can only betray where loyalty is due," she answered. "Do you owe Mr Black your 
loyalty? Where has that loyalty led you?" 


It led him to running after Severus in the dead of night to save him from a werewolf. It led to 
him sprawled across the pavement meters away from the twisted remains of a motorcycle. 


"You're an intelligent young man, Mr Potter," Brodie said as she took a sip of her tea. "You 
understand that the world is more complicated than what Mr Black can perceive. Have you 
thought about your future?" 


"I've always wanted to be an Auror." 


"An admirable goal. You want to make a difference, don't you? You want to leave your mark 
on the world. There are many ways you can do that. Have you thought about politics? I hate 
to bring blood into this, but the Potters are a very old, well-connected family. You can do 
much with the right political organization backing you." 


James shook his head and put the cup back on her desk, untouched. "I don't have the patience 
for that sort of thing." 


"I never envisioned myself as a teacher, and yet here I am. I think I'm quite good at it, if I do 
say so myself. I find I like putting old heads on young shoulders." 


"You're the best Defense teacher we've had in ages," James said. 


Brodie smiled. "Thank you. You're not the first student to say that. Though Professor 
McGonagall might disagree with you. She suggested I might be better suited for one of those 
‘progressive! Wizarding schools. Crank schools, I call them! Professor McGonagall has 
requested a meeting with me this afternoon at 4:15. Not 4 or 4:30 but 4:15. She thinks to 
intimidate me with the use of quarter hours." 


James chuckled and stood up. Brodie seemed determined to stay on, curse or no curse. Who 
knows? Maybe she would be the one to break it. James had no doubt that if the authorities 
wanted to get rid of her she would have to be assassinated. "I best swing by the common 
room before my next class," he said. 


"Goodbye, and think about what I said. I have several friends in the Ministry who would be 
happy to help you get your foot in the door." 


The halls were mostly empty this time of day. The students were all either in class or in the 
library or taking advantage of what little sunlight there was out in the courtyard. James made 
his way to Gryffindor Tower, slowing down as he spotted over twenty students all standing 


nervously around the portrait of the Fat Lady, who was wailing "I don't know how it 
happened! I don't know how they got in!" 


James spotted Lily and Mary sitting on the floor. Mary was sobbing and Lily had her arms 
wrapped around her. "I don't know why they hate me," she cried in-between desperate, shaky 
breaths. "I didn't ask to be born! I didn't do anything wrong!" 


"What's going on?" James asked. 


"See for yourself," Lily bitterly replied, jerking her head in the direction of the common 
room. 


James stepped forward. The portrait swung open. 


Instead of seeing wall-to-wall tapestries, the entire room had been covered with newspaper. 
The Death Knell, the blocky letters spelled out across the printed sheets. James shivered. He 
had seen a few of these pamphlets left lying in the gutters of Knockturn Alley. 


"PROTECT OUR HOMES! PROTECT OUR CHILDREN! JOIN THE CALL!" 
"WILL YOU LET MUDBLOODS DESTROY OUR COMMUNITY?" 
"ARE MUGGLES HUMAN? MAGIZOOLOGIST SAYS 'NO" 


"ONE MUDBLOOD DEAD! FIVE HUNDRED TO GO!" — and below these words was a 
picture of Lucy Snowe's corpse. 


Chapter 8 


The resemblance between Sirius and his brother was uncanny at times. No wonder the Fat 
Lady couldn't remember anyone sneaking in, James thought as he stared at Regulus. Regulus 
flashed a smirk, still fiddling with his red and gold tie, his hair wild and loose like Sirius's 
instead of his usual neatly combed-back style. 


James stood with Sirius, watching as Regulus slowly came down the spiral stairs. The golden 
griffin statue leapt back in its place as soon Regulus stepped down onto the floor. "Won't 
Mother be disappointed that her new heir's been expelled," Sirius said, lips twisting into a 
grin. 


Regulus blinked owlishly at them. "Expelled?" He innocently asked. "The Headmaster didn't 
expel me." 


"Liar. What you did—" 


"It was only a prank, Siri." The wolf-like smile on Regulus's face grew wider. "Boys will be 
boys, after all." 


Sirius was fishing for his wand before Regulus had even finished speaking, and James made 
a wild grab for Sirius's arm. 


"Let go!" 
"Siri, stop—" 


"Listen to your friend, Siri." Regulus leaned against the stone wall, arms loosely crossed, not 
even bothering to try for his wand. "I'm not Snape. I won't be your new punching bag. People 
actually care if something were to happen to me. Mother would throw a fit." 


"Mother doesn't love you anymore than she loved me, you idiot!" Sirius was almost foaming 
at the mouth. 


The smile slipped from Regulus's face. "No one loves you. Not even Potter," he spat out 
before turning on his heel. His hand reached up and clawed at the Gryffindor tie still wrapped 
around his neck. He wrenched it away from him, throwing it down on the floor with a look of 
disgust. 


James loosened his grip and Sirius nearly fell on his face when he finally yanked his arm 
free. "You should have let me curse him!" Sirius raged, spittle flying everywhere. 


It used to be that James would bend over backwards to accommodate Sirius's moods. Sirius 
was bored? Go find Snivellus. Sirtus was angry? Go find Snivellus. Sirius was depressed? 
Rub his back, stroke his hair, tell him he cared, that he was his best friend. Sirius was happy? 
Enjoy it while it lasts. Now he couldn't muster up any feeling except exhaustion as he wiped 


away the spit from his cheek. "I can't keep doing this, Siri. You have to learn some self 
control." 


"That git deserves it! You saw it, didn't you!? You saw what he did!?" He pointed wildly in 
the direction Regulus had disappeared. "He's barely even human!" 


"He's your brother—" 


"He's a mental case! He was raised by house-elves, you know. As soon as he was born, 
Mother gave him to Kreacher because she didn't care about the spare! She only started paying 
attention to him when I was sorted into Gryffindor! Me! He doesn't know how to be human! 
He just slavishly follows Mother's every command! So stop defending him!" 


James rubbed his forehead. "Merlin, Sirius." He wanted to kill Walburga, because whatever 
Sirius believed, he didn't escape his mother's claws unscathed anymore than Regulus had. 
"I'm not defending him, but—" 


"You are. You're changing, Prongs. You wouldn't have cared if I had cursed him a year ago. 
You're not actually scared of the consequences are you?" His grey eyes lit up as if he had hit 
upon the answer. "It shouldn't matter if they're rich or not, or powerful or not. He's still a 
Slytherin, and when he graduates he'll be a Death Eater. We can't let people like that get away 
with it just because we're scared. It isn't right. That's not what Aurors do." 


"Maybe I don't want to be an Auror anymore," Jamed snapped. 


Sirius's eyes were a little too bright, a little too watery, but his voice was calm and cool when 
he said, "Fine. But don't kid yourself into believing that will save you. A war is coming. 
They've been planning it for years. If you knew the things I know, heard the things my 
parents said—" Sirius snapped his mouth shut, his lip curling in a dog-like snarl. Biting the 
hand that feeds. "Never thought I'd see James Potter turn coward. Or maybe you've always 
been a coward. There are worse people out there than Snivellus and you won't have me or 
Remus or Peter backing you up. You'll fight, or you'll die." 


"Siri, even if I'm not an Auror, we'll still be friends!" James called out as Sirius turned away. 


"Fuck off, James!" Sirius shouted back as he stormed down the corridor, his voice hitching 
with unshed tears. 


Potter, 


I'm not your agony aunt, I don't have any advice for you. I still don't understand why you 
thought I would be helpful in any way. I'm not exactly a people person, and I hate Black only 
slightly more than I hate you. Look, friendships don't last forever. People change, they drift 
apart. You have to learn to let go. 


Stop bothering me. 


Snape 


Dear Severus, 
We both know you don't really hate me. 
Sincerely, 


James 


To my loathed enemy, 


I noticed you ignored everything else I said. And also, yes. Yes, I very much do hate you. I 
hope mold grows on your eyeballs. 


Fuck off, 


Snape 


To my beloved toadstool, 
If you hate me so much, then stop replying to my letters. 
Hugs and kisses, 


Your little dewdrop. 


It had been almost two weeks since James had sent that last letter. Maybe he overdid it. It was 
just a joke, obviously. Honestly, dewdrop? No way would Sev— Snape take that seriously. 
James drummed his fingers nervously on the table as he watched the owls swoop into the 
Great Hall. 


His heart leapt into his throat when an unknown owl dropped a letter into his porridge. He 
fished it out, tore it open, only to discover it wasn't from Severus, but Professor Brodie. 


Do you remember what we discussed? I have friends visiting this evening, and I think it 
would benefit your future career. 


Professor Brodie had included a time and location and James couldn't help but notice that 
Brodie had arranged for this meeting at the exact same time that Slughorn had organized one 
of his own little parties. Not that James had bothered much with the Slug Club, not since 


fourth year, though Lily still went. "I have to network," she used to say whenever James tried 
to get her to blow them off. "You might not have to worry about money, but some of us have 
to work for a living. If I want a Potions mastery then I need to apprentice with a master." 


"My father is a Potions Master," James had pointed out, but that had only earned him a glare. 


He went to Brodie's meeting, not because he had any burning desire to enter politics, but 
because he was curious and a little bored and a lot scared. Spring was just around the corner, 
N.E.W.T.s were coming up, and what was he going to do once he graduated? Loaf around the 
family home like Malfoy and his ilk? James had never wanted to be that kind of pureblood. 


But he didn't think he could be an Auror, not anymore. It would just be more of the same, 
him and Sirius, trawling the streets of Diagon instead of the halls of Hogwarts, throwing their 
weight around, their bullying sanctioned by not only Dumbledore but the Ministry itself. He 
wasn't good enough to be an Auror. James had finally been forced to see himself as he was, 
and the image repulsed him. 


James opened the door and stood frozen at the threshold. 


It was the Slug Club. Except it wasn't. It was the Brodie Set. Professor Brodie swanned 
between Lucius Malfoy and two Ministry officials, a glass of wine in her hand. Her 
favourites were all talking and drinking and schmoozing. Amycus Carrow. Evan Rosier. 
Adam Mulciber. Even Regulus was there, hovering beside Brodie's elbow, staring 
worshipfully up at her. 


A deep sense of foreboding rocked through James. He felt a bead of sweat drip down his 
back. 


Brodie smiled up at him. "I'm so glad you decided to come, Mr Potter. I was just talking to 
Mr Rookwood about you. He works as an Unspeakable. I thought he might be of some 
interest to you since I know you plan on joining the Auror program." 


One of the Ministry officials, a handsome man with curling auburn hair, turned to him and 
held out his hand. James shook it, his fingers numb and blocky as ice. "I don't know if that's 
what I still want," James heard himself say. He kept glancing at Malfoy, who wouldn't look at 
him, wouldn't speak to him, his lip curling at every word that came out of his mouth and he 
wondered if Malfoy was still mad at him about the rumours he and Sirius spread back in third 
year. Severus had always been a great favourite of Malfoy's; he had followed Malfoy 
everywhere, and those first two years James had kept it innocent. "Going to go tattle to 
Mummy?" He had taunted Snape, and off Snape would run, bringing Malfoy back with him. 
Points would be deducted and James would glare at where Snape stood smirking at them 
from behind Malfoy's cloak. 


It hadn't stayed innocent. It was boarding school, they heard things from the older students, 
and 'tattling' became 'cocksucking,' and Sirius would muse loudly enough to where other 
people could hear, "What's Malfoy want with a thirteen year old half-blood anyway? I always 
see them together. Snape was practically sitting in his lap the other day." And there would be 
hushed whispers, and lascivious speculations, and Snape no longer went looking for the older 


boy, no longer sat beside him in the Great Hall. A great distance had sprung up between them 
while Malfoy scrambled to save his reputation. 


"I just came to stop by and thank you for the invitation, but I had already promised Lily I'd go 
with her to the Slug Club." James managed to disentangle himself from the situation and inch 
his way to the door. 


Brodie's eyes flickered to Regulus, who sighed a little and followed James out the door. 


"You don't have to leave," Regulus called after him as James hurried down the corridor. 
"Look, I'm sorry about what happened. It's just Sirius, you know. I only pranked you lot 
because of what happened at the game." 


James spun around and jabbed his finger at Regulus. "That wasn't a fucking prank. Nobody 
was laughing at that." 


"Nobody laughed at half the things you did to Snape either," Regulus sneered, and James 
blanched a little but stood his ground. "Look, I didn't think things through. I'm sorry, alright?" 


Merlin, Regulus sounded exactly like his brother had in Dumbledore's office that night he 
sent Severus to the Shrieking Shack. 


"Come back to the party, Potter. If you really want to be an Auror this is a good way to get 
your foot in the door. Don't throw away your career just because you're pissed at me." 


"You're Death Eaters," James spat out. 


"Yeah, some of us are," Regulus shrugged. "But we're not the scary monsters the papers make 
us out to be. It's just politics. We want to get rid of the Statute of Secrecy and fully integrate 
the Muggles into our world. That's not so unreasonable, is it?" 


And it wasn't. James had heard some of his own relatives say similar things over the years. 
Even his mother. "Muggles obviously need our help, they're a barely functioning society. We 
can't just abandon them, now can we?" Regulus kept on. So reasonable, so logical. 


Lily's voice whipped through his brain. "It's the White Man's Burden all over again," she had 
sneered as she tore down another printed sheet from The Death Knell. MUGGLES IN DIRE 
NEED OF GUIDANCE, the pamphlet read. It was one of the tamer ones. "Oh, sure, they're 
going to 'help' Muggles, huh?" 


"We should help people though, even if they are Muggles," James said as he shoved the bits 
of paper into a bin. 


"Potter, you idiot. Thank God you're pretty. What kind of 'help' are they going to give us? The 
same 'help' we gave to India? That's not help. That's subjugation." 


James was repulsed. By Regulus, by himself. It was so easy to slip. He hadn't realized just 
how close to the precipice he was. He wanted to help. He wanted to be a hero. And how far 
would he go? If the Muggles didn't cooperate, if they fought back, would he force them? 
Would he exterminate the ones he saw were unfit, too violent or close-minded or just... just 


too Muggle? Muggles like Snape's dad, who threw a bottle at Lily. And if he could do that to 
Lily, then what had he done to Severus? He could kill a Muggle like that. It would be easy. 
Severus would probably look at him like he was a hero if he did. 


James turned and fled. 


Dear Severus, 


I think I was almost recruited into the Death Eaters last night. There was cake and wine. 
Good wine too, the nice stuff. You don't still talk to Malfoy, do you? Please tell me you don't 
talk to Malfoy anymore. He's a git and also maybe a murderer. You're better than he is. Did 
you hear they found Montrose Shacklebolt's body? Or, well, parts of his body. They say there 
was some sort of apparition hovering above his corpse, some sort of ghastly calling card. It 
was a Skull with a snake coming out of its mouth. The Death Eaters are behind it. I know they 
are. 


I really hope you don't talk to Malfoy anymore. I don't want you to get mixed up in the stuff. I 
don't want you to die. Hate me all you want, hate me forever, but I care about you and I want 
you to live and get better. You're going to leave that place of your own free will, you hear me? 


Yours, 


James 


James watched as the owl flew off. He leaned against the window, ignoring one of the owls 
when it came over and nipped at his sleeve. He heard footsteps come up from behind. 


"James?" Lily asked. "Why did you want me to meet you here in the owlry?" 


James sucked in a breath and steeled his nerves. He was a Gryffindor. He was brave. He was 
going to do the right thing. He was going to be a good person. James turned slowly around. 
"Don't hit me. I know where Severus is." 
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Oh, sinnerman where you gonna run to? 
Where you gonna run to? 
All on that day 


Severus sits at his window, head cradled against his arm. The sunlight floats through the iron 
bars, warming his face. Snowdrops dot the courtyard. Spring has finally arrived. He closes 
his eyes, soaking in the heat. It makes him feel sleepy and stupid. The record turns, a new 
song starts. Music always had a way of making him think about Potter. His dumb face, and 
his dumb smile, and the way he taps taps taps against the door, as if desperate for Severus's 
attention. Music and Potter had become forever linked in his mind. 


T run to the rock 

Please hide me, I run to the rock 
Please hide me, I run to the rock 
Please hide me here 

All on that day 


When he opens his eyes again, puffs of smoke billow up in the distance, in the direction of 
Diagon Alley, maring his perfect blue skies. The smoke is thick and black, and the flickering 
glow of flames shine bright beyond the spires of a church. A pair of mediwitches walk out 
into the courtyard, hands on hips, one shielding her eyes from the sun, pointing and staring at 
the smoke. 


But the rock cried out 
I can't hide you, the rock cried out 
I can't hide you, the rock cried out 


I ain't gonna hide you here 
All on that day 


The two witches scream and leap back. Severus grips the windowsill tightly in his hands. No 
longer slouching, he is sitting with his back straight, his muscles tense, ready to leap, ready to 
flee, as he watches a green spectre fly into the air. A skull erupts from the smoke, 
monstrously large, and as it extends his jaw, a snake smothers out between its teeth. 


So I run to the Lord 

Please hide me, Lord 

Don't you see me prayin'? 

Don't you see me down here prayin'? 
But the Lord said 

Go to the Devil, the Lord said 

Go to the Devil 

All on that day 


"You knew!?" Lily shrieked. "You knew this entire time!?" 


James dove to the other side of the owlery, putting a giant eagle owl between him and Lily. 
He grasped the perch like it was staff and the owl angrily flapped its wings at the pair of 
them. "If Severus wanted you to know, he would have told you himself!" He shouted back, 
which wasn't the brightest thing he ever said, because Lily whipped her wand out and flung a 
spell at his head. 


He ducked, and the owls took flight. It was a whirlwind of feathers, wings beating against 
their faces, ears deafened by their wild shrieks. 


"I had no idea what happened to him!" Lily's voice echoed against the stone. James buried his 
head in his arms and pushed forward, into the sea of feathers. "I thought he might have been 
hurt! Or dead! And there was nothing I could do! No one would tell me anything! And you 
knew!" 


The last bird fled, out of the window and into the sky, leaving behind only James and Lily. He 
found her sitting on the floor in a mound of feathers, knees drawn up, her face buried in her 
hands. He approached her cautiously, like she was a wild animal. 


"You played it cool," he said. 


She snapped her head up, green eyes wet and blazing. "We were nine when we met. I'm 
eighteen now. That's half my entire life. He's a part of me now, whether I want him to be or 
not." 


James settled on the ground next to her. "Do you want to see him?" 


"I don't know." 
"He needs people, Lily." 


"Yeah, well, no one wants you dead, do they?" Lily spat bitterly. "No one has ever told you 
the world would be better off if you died, no one has ever told you they wished they could be 
the one to kill you. You're a pureblood. God, I hate that word. We're human beings, not 
horses." She scrubbed her eyes. "How does he look? Is he eating enough?" 


"He looks healthy. Good." Very good. 
"And he actually lets you visit him? He must be crazy." 


"Very funny," he nudged her with his foot. "I'm trying to be a better person." He stood up and 
held out his hand, which Lily begrudgingly took. He pulled her to her feet. "If you change 
your mind, let me know. I can get you in." 


She nodded, wiped at her cheek, and rushed down the stairs. James gave her a minute’s head 
start, and slowly climbed down after her. 


I’m fine, Potter. Stop worrying. St Mungo’ isnt a target, and even if it was there are security 
measures in place. We had an evacuation drill just the other day. George the Orderlie tried to 
pick me up and carry me out when I refused to participate. I bit him and got my music 
privileges taken away for the next week. I dont see the need for it. I know how to exit a 
building. I’m not a complete idiot. 


Snape 


There was a sea of rattling newspapers across the Great Hall. EXPLOSION DEMOLISHES 
FOUR BUILDINGS IN DIAGON, 54 WOUNDED AND 22 DEAD; AURORS SAY 
DEATH EATERS TO BLAME. It was quiet, hardly anyone spoke above a whisper. Almost 
everyone knew someone who had been hurt or killed in the blast. It wasn’t like Wizarding 
England was a very large community. Even James-— his father’s business partner lost his leg, 
and two members of his mother’s social club had died. A pair of spinster sisters, about his 
mother’s age. They’d been trying on hats, he was told. Their bodies were so badly burned 
that it was impossible to tell them apart. (And James knew it was wrong, but he couldn't help 
but think, Thank you, thank you, at least it wasn't Mother. At least it wasn't Father. He could 
hear Dinah Taylor sniffling one table over, and he wondered what was going to happen to her. 
Who would take her in now that her parents were dead.) 


It felt like they were waiting for something. Something to happen, something big. Another 
attack maybe, a formal declaration of war. This wait was going to kill them. 


Are you sure? James scratched out on his parchment. There are some very nice sanitariums in 
the south of France. You could be lounging underneath the Mediterranean sun by next week. 
He paused, thought for a moment, and tacked on— And stop biting people, you fucking 


weirdo. Hugs and kisses, Jamie. He folded the letter, tied it to Geraldine, and directed the owl 
to St Mungo’s. 


“Who do you keep writing to? Got a secret pen-pal?” Remus asked. Sirius’s eyes flickered 
over at him, mouth twisting into a scowl before his gaze quickly darted away again. 


“Something like that.” 


"You haven't seemed so hung up on Lily these days..." Remus wasn't dropping hints, so 
much as anvils. James didn't answer. 


“T can’t believe Professor Brodie is gone,” Peter sighed. 
“Tt’s hard to imagine she would just quit like that.” 
“She didn’t quit,” Sirius corrected. “She got fired. She’s a Death Eater.” 


Remus shook his head. “I don’t believe that. She was so normal. And, anyway, she’s too 
pretty to be a Death Eater.” 


“That’s how they like to recruit. You’re more likely to listen to someone if they’re pretty and 
charming, even if what they’re saying is ‘Kill all Muggleborns.’” Sirius shoveled a few bites 
of his omelet into his mouth. “That’s what my mother used to do with me. She’d take me to 
different places, all dressed up in Little Lord Fauntleroy outfits, and have me pass out 
pamphlets. No one’s going to say no to a cute kid with dimples and curls.” 


No one said much of anything after that. 


"Even if she was a Death Eater, she was still a woman in her prime," Peter whispered into 
James's ear as they left the Great Hall and headed for Defense Against the Dark Arts, sighing 
once more at the loss of his beautiful Jean Brodie. 


"Who do you think they got to replace her?" Remus mused as James pushed open the door. 


The Headmaster himself stood behind Brodie's desk. Albus Dumbledore looked up and 
smiled at them. "Good morning, students." 


The rest of the class slowly trooped inside. James took the seat beside Remus, and Sirius was 
a row back, next to Peter. 


"According to Professor Brodie's notes, she was teaching you the Patronus Charm. A very 
useful spell. I fear you children may need use of it in the coming years." Dumbledore said as 
he paced between the rows of desks. "Let's continue practicing." 


The happy memory James chose to focus on was that autumn night in third year. He had done 
it. Months of work, and he had done it. He was an Animagus. He felt strong in his new body, 
his head heavy with its crown of antlers, still covered in velvet. Padfoot bounded playfully 
beside him and Prongs joined in, leaping over the shaggy black dog as it gave chase— 


But his Patronus remained indistinct. The wisps of magic tried to pull itself together; he could 
see where the stag's powerful legs would form, the shoulders, the antlers, but it never fully 
materialized. 


James glanced back at Sirius, his chest aching. Merlin, he missed his best friend. 
And just like that the half-formed stag vanished. 


Remus gave him an encouraging smile. The wolf sitting beside him was whole and solid, it's 
silvery head laying obediently on his thigh. It surprised James the first time he saw it. He 
never would have guessed that Moony's Patronus would be the thing he feared the most. "If 
you're having trouble, why not try a different memory?" Remus suggested. 


James nodded and closed his eyes, searching for something— 
James woke up first. 


He was on his back in the small wrought iron bed, blinking blearily up at the white ceiling. 
He turned his head and saw white walls, white curtains. There was the crackling sound of the 
record spinning, spinning. And there was Severus, tucked up against him underneath his arm, 
his head on his ribcage. Black hair a tangled mess. Some of it had managed to migrate into 
his mouth sometime during the night. James brushed it away from his face. Severus didn't 
even stir. Merlin, was this trust? Did Severus Snape trust him so much that he could sleep so 
deeply beside him? 


James thought about waking him up. He'd have to leave in a few hours if he wanted to make 
it to the station on time. But it was calm and quiet and safe, and he let himself be lulled back 
to sleep by the warm heat of Severus's body. 


James opened his eyes to see a silver, translucent crow perched on his desk. It ruffled its 
feathers, opened its big beak, and let out a sharp caw. 


Oh no. 


"Very good, Mr Potter," Dumbledore said warmly as he swept past. He came to a stop at the 
front of the classroom. "I do not know what's going to happen once you graduate. The world 
is not the safe place it once was. But you must not be afraid. You are the life of the Wizarding 
World, you children. You are the brave heroes who will rise up and fight when called upon to 
do so. 


"It is not for me to suggest that any of you should stand up and defend what's right. But I 
wonder if such a thing is already going through your heads? Perhaps, some will say, you 
should not be allowed to fight — that you are too young, that you have homes, mothers, 
fathers — that you should not be torn away." 


Evan Rosier stood up from his chair, knocking it back and sending it clattering to the ground. 
He stood for a moment, staring darkly at Dumbledore, before marching out of the classroom, 
slamming the door behind him. Dumbledore watched him leave. 


"I know you have never desired the adulation of heroes," Dumbledore continued, as if he had 
not been interrupted. "That has not been part of my teaching. We have sought to make 
ourselves worthy and let acclaim come when it would. But to be foremost in battle is a virtue 
not to be despised. 


"Some of you may have ambitions. I know of one young man who has great promise as a 
writer. He has already written the first act of a tragedy and he is dreaming of staging it once it 
is finished— and I hope he will. 


"But now our country calls. We are in need of leaders. Personal ambition must be thrown 
aside in one great sacrifice for our way of life. 


"Here is a glorious beginning to your lives! The field of honour calls you. You, Pettigrew! 
What has kept you back? You, Lupin! Do you know how much you are needed? Ah, I see 
you look to your leader. I, too, look to you, James Potter, and I wonder what you are going to 
do..." 


James felt pinned beneath that blue gaze. He felt as if he was suffocating. All those pretty 
little daydreams of heroes and villains instantly vanished; Merlin, Merlin, this was real life. 
This was his life. He could die. What did he know about war? He had only just turned 
eighteen. He knew nothing, nothing at all. He felt as if he was transported right back to 
Brodie's party, the weight of her stare, and Regulus's, and Malfoy's on him again as the class 
turned as one. He could feel Sirius's grey eyes boring into the back of his skull. 


"Class dismissed," Dumbledore announced. 
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The weeks passed by in a flurry of studying and preparing. There were N.E.W.T.s and 
meetings with his Head of House to discuss his future. "You've really proved yourself this 
year," McGonagall said with a smile. "I'm proud of you." All of this activity, all of this 
worrying, all of it leading to graduation. 


And then it was over. 


James stood between his proud parents as the camera flashed, smoke wafting, and tried to put 
on his best smile. Seven years of his life leading up to this one moment, and it was over in the 
blink of an eye. 


Now what? 

James shook hands with everyone he came across, their faces all a blur. 

"Going into the Auror program? You'll do the Ministry proud. We need more boys like you." 
"I'm surprised you agreed to it, Euphemia. It's getting so dangerous." 


"That's Lily Evans? The one who won all those awards? She'll be a credit to your bloodline, 
Fleamont, even if she is Muggleborn." 


Lily ran up to him and threw her arms around his neck. "I want to see him," she whispered 
into his ear, her pointed hat tumbling down her back. "Who knows what's going to happen in 
the future. We could all be dead this time next year. I want to see him. I need to. Please." 


James nodded and she pulled away. He left with his parents, and only looked back once. At 
some point, Hogwarts had stopped being Hogwarts; now it was just another building, old and 
dark and fragile. 


When he got home, he collapsed on top of his bed and slept for ten hours. 


James laid across the sofa in the morning room, his hands on his stomach, and stared blankly 
up at the ceiling. Now what? Some days, it felt as though the only thing he really cared about, 
that he looked forward to, was visiting Severus. There were a pile of letters from Remus and 
Peter left unanswered on his desk. His father kept dropping little hints, "I heard Sirius is 
doing very well in his training." His mother just looked at him with worry in her eyes. "I've 
never seen him like this. There must be some cause for this malaise," he heard her whispering 
to his father. 


"It's mere inactivity. He needs something to focus on, a goal," his father insisted. 


James had a goal: get Severus out of St Mungo's. If he did then maybe... maybe things would 
get better. Maybe he could be the person he always thought he was. Maybe he could start 
feeling like James Potter again. 


Maybe Severus would finally forgive him. Maybe... 


"Jamie, there is a package for you. It came through the Muggle post," his mother called out as 
she swept into the room, gingerly holding the brown-wrapped box as if it might explode. 


James leapt up and took it from her. 


"What is it?" She asked as she watched him tear through the paper, her voice a mixture of 
confusion and amusement as James pulled out a black metal box with the words WALKMAN 
stamped on the side. 


"Just a Muggle novelty," James said with what he hoped was a casual shrug. 

"What does it do?" 

"Plays music. I saw it in an advertisement." 

"At that... that record store?" Euphemia asked, stumbling over the unfamiliar words. 
"Yes, there." 


"Hmm," She hummed. She drummed her fingers along the back of the sofa. "I haven't heard 
you talk about Lily in quite a while. Did you have a falling out?" 


"No, we've actually become good friends." 

"Once you would have been over the moon at such a prospect," she pointed out. 
James didn't answer, and instead said, "I'm going out for a bit. Don't wait up." 
"Be back before curfew!" 


How could he forget? The Wind-Up Birds were perched on every corner of Diagon Alley, 
each one blaring out its repeated message, "BY ORDER OF THE MINISTRY, ALL WIXEN 
MUST BE INDOORS BY NINE O'CLOCK. FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL RESULT IN 
ARREST." 


James clutched the Walkman in his fist. He had a lot to do if he wanted to get this right. He 
needed to contact Lily, he needed to buy Severus clothes and shoes — what size did he wear? 
He'll have to guess — he needed to get— what were they called again? Cassettes? He wanted to 
get everything right. He needed to get it right. Even if James never did anything else with his 
life, he will at least get Severus out of St Mungo's. 


Severus looks up from his book when his door is thrown open without so much as a knock, 
and only manages to say, "Potter, what—" when a pair of trousers are thrown at his face. 
"Oof! " 


"Put those on!" Potter barks out, pointing wildly at him. 


Severus peels them from his face. "First you strip me, now you dress me up. Make up your 
mind, Potter." 


Potter's face flushes beat-red and Severus can't help the dark satisfaction he feels at the sight 
of James Potter squirming with shame. 


"I'm sorry," he says wretchedly. "Do you have to keep bringing that up?" 


"If it keeps making you blush like that," Severus answers before he can think better of it, and 
now it's his turn to blush. That— that sounded— he looks away and makes a show of holding 
up the pair of black denim trousers. "Why do you want me to wear these?" 


"Not just those. I also got you robes and shoes." 


"At least they're in my favourite colour." He picks over the rich, midnight black items, 
ignoring Potter's scoff and half-muttered, "As if it was hard to figure out." Severus has never 
owned such well-made clothes. "But you still haven't told me why." 


"We're going outside—" 


Severus, quick as lightning, is already on the far side of the room before Potter has even 
finished his sentence. His heart is hammering inside his chest and he can feel the prickle of 
sweat beading at his forehead. It's been— too long, and he remembers cruel faces passing him 
in the hall, eyes cutting him, the whispers. The urge to look behind him when he knows no 
one is there grows inside him. "Absolutely not!" 


"Just a walk in the courtyard. Come on, it's a beautiful summer day. I'll be with you the entire 
time." 


"So you can curse me the moment my back is turned!?" He sneers, his voice going up an 
octave. "You— You—" James Potter has been looking less and less like the James Potter from 
his nightmares, but swimming in front of his vision is the boy he remembers a year ago, with 
his cold, laughing eyes and twisted smirk. 


Potter ducks his head, stares at his feet, blinks rapidly as if fighting back an onslaught of 
emotion, and the illusion is broken. He doesn't look nearly as tall or as broad as the boy from 


his memory. This boy— this boy is harmless. Severus feels his shoulders relax slightly. He 
uncurls his arms from around his waist. 


"I don't know why you keep trying," Severus finally says. "I like it here." 


James snaps his head up. "You don't. You just don't have anything else to compare it to. The 
rest of the world isn't Hogwarts, or Spinner's End—" 


Severus stiffens. "What do you know about Spinner's End?" 


Potter glances around, as if casting about for a lie, before finally looking Severus in the eye 
and admitting, "Enough. Look, Severus, I know I've been a brute to you in the past, but I 
promise you I will never hurt you ever again. If you need safety, I'll protect you. Please trust 
me when I say there's more to life than this." He gestures at the white walls and the white 
tiles and the white curtains. 


"Is there? What is it? What's waiting for me? My mother's dead, my father— No friends, no 
prospects, no money. Even you. You have everything and what have you done with your life? 
Not a damned thing." Severus turns away and goes to the window. "All you do is come here." 


The flowers are in full bloom. The daffodils sway in the breeze, their heavy heads dipping as 
the grass ripples around them. James steps forward until he's right behind him. Severus can 
feel the heat of his body against his back and he refuses to turn around, refuses to give in to 
the strange tangle of fear and comfort and heat he feels. 


"Surprisingly enough, being rich and handsome and athletic doesn't mean I have life figured 
out any more than you do," James says. 


Severus can't help but snort. Don't forget modest, Potter. 


"It's confusing out there," he continues and his voice suddenly becomes annoyed. "You know, 
I was happy before, when I was just an ignorant prat. The world made sense then. I knew 
what was right and wrong, and I was good and you were evil. And then you left, and I 
realized I didn't know anything. You weren't supposed to change. You weren't supposed to 
change me, and frankly you broke me. You broke me and now it's your responsibility to fix 
me. I need your help." 


Fuck, if that didn't do something to him, to hear James Potter asking for his help. 


He shivers as James strokes back his hair and then he's slipping something over his head— 
headphones? "I thought this might help," James explains. "Give you something to focus on 
besides the crowds." 


"What is it?" Severus asks as he turns to see James fiddling with a Muggle device. 


"What? J know something that Severus Snape doesn't? Blasphemy," he teases and lifts up the 
black box. "It's called a Walkman. Just came out. From Japan. It plays cassettes." He presses 
a button and music drowns out the rest of the world. 


Don't be shy, just let your feelings roll on by 

Don't wear fear or nobody will know you're there 
Just lift your head, and let your feelings out instead 
Don't be shy, just let your feelings roll on by 

On by, on by, on by, on by, on by 

On by, on by, on by, on by 


James runs his fingers through Severus's hair, hiding the headphones from sight. Severus can 
only stare helplessly up at him. Merlin, if he was only half as lucky as Lily— 


James passes him the clothes and Severus takes them with reluctant fingers. He dresses while 
James waits outside the door. It takes him several long minutes, several deep breaths, but 
Severus finally cracks open the door and there's James, taking his hand. Severus feels as if he 
must be squeezing the life out of him as he takes his first step outside his door, but James 
doesn't complain. He just smiles at him. 


He doesn't focus on the faces in the halls. He keeps his eyes trained on the back of James's 
head and listens to the music. 


You know love is better than a song 

Love is where all of us belong 

So don't be shy, just let your feelings roll on by 

Don't wear fear or nobody will know you're there 

That you're there, you're there, you're there, you're there, you're there 
You're there, you're there, you're there, you're there 


The sun is blazing hot as they step out into the courtyard. He blinks away the spots dancing 
in front of his eyes. Blue and green and red. So much red. And he blinks again and the red is 
still there. Lily Evans is sitting on a bench, her red hair flaming like a torch in the sunlight. 
She's nervously twisting her robes and then she looks up, sees him, and Severus doesn't know 
whether or not he wants to flee or run straight into her arms. 


"Sev," she breathes out and Severus can't help himself. He's a fish caught on a lure. James 
squeezes his hand once and lets him go, lets him float along on the breeze until he's sitting 
beside Lily. 


Severus pulls down the headphones and the sounds of insects and Lily's quiet breathing, and 
the crunching of grass as James lays down a few feet away all rush in to fill the silence. He 
doesn't know what to say, so he says, "Hi." 


"Hello," Lily grins, a little shyly. "You look good. I didn't know if they were feeding you well 
here. I brought you some things." She grabs the box lying next to her and gives it to him. It's 


full of Muggle junk food, the kind of stuff he and Lily used to gorge themselves on when 
they were kids. 


"Very healthy," he teases. 


"It's food for the soul," Lily insists. She sobers. "I didn't realize things had gotten so bad—" 
Lily stops, shakes her head. "I mean, I knew it was bad. We could all see it— I just never 
thought you could break. You always seemed so strong and defiant." 


"I'm sorry for what I said," Severus quickly says, half-afraid she might cut him off and refuse 
to listen again. 


"I'm sorry too." 
"For what?" 


She shakes her head, blows a strand of hair away from her face. "Everything. Hogwarts was 
nothing like we imagined." She turns to face him. "I think I was angry at you—" 


"I never really meant what I said, I just wanted someone to hurt the way I was hurting and—" 


"Not about that," Lily shakes her head. "You put all these stories in my head. Your Hogwarts 
was perfect and magical and it isn't. You never told me people would hate me just because 
my parents are Muggle. You didn't prepare me—" She shakes her head again. "Some days I 
want to leave. I want to go back home, even if all I'll ever be is a typist or a secretary or 
someone's wife, and give up all my magic because at least then no one would want me dead 
just because of my blood." She looks him in the eyes. "We didn't deserve any of it. Not you, 
and not me." 


"That's just how life is." He learned that lesson a long time ago. 


"It shouldn't be." Her eyes were bright and green and blazing in the same way they always 
did whenever she found herself facing some injustice. They had dulled over the years, unsure 
and lost in the mire. Witnessing the casual cruelty that permeated Hogwarts, the insistence 
that Severus must have deserved it, the complicit attitudes of those around her, her fears for 
her own safety... but now that spark is back, and she feels more sure than ever. 


"You're not a Death Eater." It's a statement, not a question. 


"I'm a lunatic," Severus says and smiles a little when Lily nudges him with her elbow. "But I 
could have been," he confesses. "In my defense, they didn't tell me they were planning on 
blowing up half of Diagon Alley." 


"What did they tell you then?" 


"That I was important and valuable and they wanted me. I wanted anyone who wanted me." 
Even now, he couldn't help but feel wistful remembering Lucius's proud smile when Severus 
beat out the rest of his year in test scores. 


"See, Cissy, I knew there was something special about Snape," he had said. "I know how to 
spot a diamond in the rough." Lucius had shown him more care and attention than the 
teachers, more than his parents even. He would have followed him down into Hell. 


"They said they wanted to protect wixen from Muggles like my father." 


Lily leans back against the bench. "Have you ever noticed how contradictory their 
propaganda is? Muggles and Muggleborns are weak and inferior. Muggles and Muggleborns 
are dangerous and must be stopped before they kill us all. Well, which is it? We can't be both 
weak and dangerous." 


"Wizards aren't very good at logic," Severus sighs. 
"Hey!" Potter cries out from his spot in the grass. 


Lily ignores him and keeps on smiling. "Hey, I expect you to be discharged soon. We've got 
plans, remember? See the world... invent new potions that will shock the pants off the 
Wizarding World.. go to Disneyland." 


"We were nine when we said that, Lily." 


"And I still remember it! You promised we would get our pictures taken with Mickey 
Mouse." 


James laid on his back and soaked in the heat. He tried not to eavesdrop, but he couldn't stop 
that old, ugly jealousy from rearing its head at the sight of Lily and Severus sitting so close 
together, their heads pointed toward one another, talking about things only they could 
understand. But the target had changed; instead of Severus, all of his ire was focused on Lily. 
He wanted to do something, say something to show Severus she wasn't as cool or pretty or 
smart as he thought she was. That he should instead focus his attention on James. 


You're trying to be a better person, he firmly told himself. So suck it up and deal with it. 
Neither Lily nor Severus had ever really wanted him. They had always been wrapped up in 
each other. It was time he learned a little grace and took his bow. J can do this. I can accept 
defeat. Lily said something and Severus laughed. Oh, come on! She's not even funny! 


James stubbornly closed his eyes and counted to ten. 


He listened to Lily say her goodbyes and her promises to visit, and Severus's easy 
acceptance. "Just come to the front desk," he said. "They'll let you through." And James felt 
his insides burn. His singular privilege had been given to Lily Evans. 


A shadow fell over him and James cracked open his eyes. Severus stood over him, the 
sinking sun was behind him, making his hair shine bright. It wasn't completely black, James 
noticed. He could see a few strands of brown, highlighted by the sun. 


"The orderlies won't let you sleep here, you know," Severus said. "They'll toss you over the 
fence." 


He offered his hand and James took it. Severus slipped free just long enough to adjust the 
headphones over his ears again and then his hand was back in his. He smiled at James. 
Severus of the Day, and Severus of the Night. James liked them both. 


James walked him back to his room, feeling a little like a boyfriend walking his girl back 
home after a date, which was stupid because Severus would definitely hex him if he knew 
what James was thinking. Severus opened the door to his room and breathed a sigh of relief, 
his muscles relaxing the moment he stepped inside, once more safe. He slipped off the 
headphones and placed the Walkman beside his bed. "Aren't you coming in?" 


"Visiting hours are over." 
"When has that ever stopped you before?" 


James stepped inside, closing the door behind him. But the calm he had come to associate 
with these white walls never arrived. There was a strange tension in the air as Severus fiddled 
with the turntable. 


"You and Lily aren't dating?" It wasn't really a question. 
"No," James answered. 
"Why not?" 


"Oh, well, we kissed, but it wasn't really my finest work." He tried to laugh it off, but the 
humor wasn't there. He tried for honesty instead. "It wasn't like how I always imagined it to 
be. The spark wasn't there. So, uh, I'm not going to do anything if you want to ask her out. No 
pranks, no nothing, if that's what you're afraid of." 


Severus laughed. "Wow, Potter, you really are thick." He turned around, music filtering up 
from the machine behind him. "I never wanted to date Lily. She's my sister, the only person 
in the world I would claim as family. I could never date her. We would ruin each other." He 
kept his gaze steady. "Growing up Muggle, there are certain things you don't talk about. 
Homosexuality is one of them." 


Chapter End Notes 


Listen to Don't Be Shy" by Cat Stevens 


Chapter 11 


Chapter Notes 


Probably not the smartest decision these two will make, but they're eighteen and horny. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


“T don’t know what my father hates most about me: that I’m a wizard or that I’m queer.” 


They’re sitting too close, the bedclothes are all tangled underneath them as they sit, crossed- 
legged, on top of the bed, their knees pressed against each other. Severus knows how this 
story ends. He’s seen it play out a million times. Tobias could be conciliatory when he 
wanted. When screaming didn’t work, when throwing things didn’t work, when striking out 
with his fist didn’t work, he could suddenly turn loving and pitiful and, “Please, Eileen, I 
promise I won’t ever touch the stuff again.” 


There’s a monster inside James Potter, but Severus can’t bring himself to care because no one 
has ever handled him so gently. No one’s ever tried as hard as James or held his hand like 
James. He says over and over that he’s trying to be a better man, and he looks so earnest 
when he repeats those words that Severus wants to believe him. This must be how Eileen felt, 
why she stayed. He’s walking into this trap with his eyes wide open. 


I was a little too tall, could’ve used a few pounds 
Tight pants points, hardly renowned 

She was a black-haired beauty with big dark eyes 
And points of her own, sittin’ way up high 


Way up firm and high 


Out past the cornfields where the woods got heavy 
Out in the backseat of my ‘60 Chevy 
Workin’ on mysteries without any clues 


“T know it’s different for you lot,” Severus said. He flashed James a bitter smile. A small, 
pink tongue ran along the bottom of his crooked teeth. 


“Yeah,” he said. He didn’t understand that kind of hate. There was no point to it. No reason at 
all. Blood status, he could understand. He didn't agree with it, the reasons were unsound, but 
he was raised on it. But sexuality? What did that matter? “I never knew anyone who cared 


about that sort of thing before coming to Hogwarts. Met a few Muggleborns who were funny 
about it. I still don’t really get it.” 


“And you and Black never—?” 
“No, he’s— I love him like a brother.” 


The sun had set. He could hear Big Ben strike the hour. Nine times. The sultry heat of the day 
had turned wet and steaming as a few raindrops splattered across the window. The Severus 
sitting across from him was the one that belonged to the Night. All in shadows, black eyes 
staring up at him with a dangerous glow. There were times when Severus Snape scared the 
shit out of him, when James had pushed too far, and he knew the curse Severus was about to 
let fly from his mouth would not be found in any of their schoolbooks. 


James could feel his heart beating in his chest. He was vibrating with arrested movement, 
fingers twitching with the urge to touch, to bury themselves in black, silky hair. 


Workin’ on our night moves 

Tryin’ to make some front page drive-in news 
Workin’ on our night moves 

In the summertime 

In the sweet summertime 


Severus freezes when James suddenly lifts his hand, like a rabbit catching sight of a hound. 
James fingers a lock of his hair, twisting it around a little, gently, very gently, and Severus 
can’t help but lean into it. He can’t remember the last time someone had touched him this 
gently. He is starved for it. For touch, for kind words. 


The hand drifts upward, sinking into his hair to scratch lightly at his scalp and Severus is 
drifting. His head is too heavy to hold up. He leans forward and lips crash. There are teeth 
and tongues, and the violence of it only belies the soft circles James rubs into his scalp. 


We werent in love, oh no, far from it 

We werent searchin’ for some pie in the sky summit 
We were just young and restless and bored 

Livin’ by the sword 


And we'd steal away every chance we could 

To the backroom, to the alley or the trusty woods 
IT used her, she used me, but neither one cared 
We were gettin’ our share 


“So does this mean you forgive me?” James asked, a little breathlessly. His trousers were 
unbuttoned, and Severus was already half-way into his lap. 


“What?” Severus blinked, his dark eyes opening, as if the question didn’t make any sense. 


“You've got your hand on my dick.” The hand in question was absently stroking the flesh, a 
small pink tongue peeking out between crooked teeth as the foreskin pulled back to reveal the 
glans. Merlin, he wanted that tongue on him. He wanted to push into the wet heat of his 
mouth. James bucked up against his palm. “That means you forgive me, right?” 


“No 99 


“What the fuck do you mean no—”’ The hand disappeared, only to reappear clutching his jaw. 
Severus pressed kisses against his mouth and jaw as he settled more firmly in his lap. 


Severus broke the kiss. “I can never forgive the things done to me. I’m not a forgiving man. 
But... I think I can move past it. It’s the best I can do.” 


Can two people build a relationship on that? Merlin, James wanted to try. He pulled at 
Severus’s hair, tugging him back down for another kiss. So long as Severus would let him. 


Workin’ on our night moves 

Tryin’ to lose the awkward teenage blues 
Workin’ on our night moves 

And it was summertime 


Sweet summertime, summertime 


There goes the shoes James bought for him, and the trousers. He keeps the robe, skittering 
out of James’s grasp when he starts to tug on it. He lets him go, reaches down to pull his own 
clothes off, and Severus is back, pressing against a broad chest and broad shoulders, 
scratching at the black hair that covers his stomach. 


James runs his hands up his thighs, pushing at the robe so that it bunches around his waist. 
James touches him and Severus freezes, tenses, always expecting the blow that never comes. 
James stays gentle. He rubs his thumb over the head and Severus thrusts into him, his own 
hand moving faster, up and down, along the hard length. He loves the feel of James in his 
hand, loves the weight, the size, the smell. He wants to take him in his mouth. 


The gentle fingers tangled in his hair suddenly tighten and pull. Severus feels his heart stutter, 
not with fear, but something else that makes his hips buck wildly. His neck is pulled taut. 
Teeth scrape against his Adam’s apple, lips dipping into his collarbone to suck at the skin 
there. He’s pushed onto his back, James spread over him. He’s broad, and one of Severus’s 
hands flies up to dig into the meat of his bicep. It’s so stupid. Where did all these muscles 


come from? Quidditch isn’t even a real sport, and he hasn’t played since graduating. James 
Potter doesn’t have a right to be this well-built. 


The spell comes wordlessly, wandlessly, his hand now coated in oil as he reaches between 
their bodies where their cocks rub against each other. 


Oh, wonderin’ 

Felt the lightning, yeah 
And I waited on the thunder 
Waited on the thunder 


The rain is pelting against the window now. 


Severus’s hand is narrow, the fingers long, as he wraps it around both their cocks. James used 
to watch those hands in Potions, the way they used to flit over his cauldron, like pale birds. 
He's done this before, he thought, and it’s another secret about the boy that he’s uncovered, 
another piece of the puzzle. /t comes too easily to him. James fooled around a couple of 
times, but never with another guy, he’s not as confident in his ability to please, but there was 
no hesitation in Severus’s movements. Who was it? Who got to Severus before him? Not 
Malfoy, he never really believed— Mulciber? Probably Mulciber. Or Rosier. 


Severus did something. He twisted his wrist, and James couldn’t hold back. He thrust 
forward, between sweat-slicked thighs, and it was building, cresting. He came, making a 
mess between his thighs, covering Severus’s cock in his spend — marking him — and James 
leaned forward, and he’s never done this before, but the sight spurred him on. He pressed his 
face against Severus’s crotch, and he’s tasting him, he’s tasting himself— and Severus is 
coming too. 


I woke last night to the sound of thunder 
How far off I sat and wondered? 
Startin’ hummin’ a song from 1962 

Ain t it funny how the night moves? 


When you just don t seem to have as much to lose 
Strange how the night moves 
With autumn closin’ in 


James knew he was being ridiculous. He had benefited from Severus’s experience, he felt like 
an idiot for being so damned jealous, but he couldn’t help but wonder, where is he? If he was 
a good man, he’d be here now. He’d know how to touch Severus. It’s clear Sev isn’t used to 
having someone’s hands on him. He doesn’t know how to cuddle. He was lying stiffly next to 


James, his eyes averted. James ran his hand down his side and Severus shivered at the soft 
touch. Thunder rumbled in the distance. 


Severus rolled his eyes at the question. “No one you know.” 

“Who then?” 

“A neighbor boy, the summer after fifth year. He worked at the mill.” 

A Muggle then. 

“You should go.” 

“Can’t. Past curfew.” James flopped onto his belly and pulled Severus closer, and Severus 


allowed it, burrowed into it even. “Guess I’Il have to stay here for the night.” And Severus 
doesn’t protest. 


Chapter End Notes 


Listen to "Night Moves" by Bob Seger 


Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


"James, get up." 


That Sev-shaped heat had disappeared. James grunted and swiped his pillow, curling around 
it. There was a hand shaking his shoulder. 


"Something's going on." 


James snapped his eyes open at the thready quality of Severus's voice. The other boy was 
leaning over him, already dressed in those white hospital clothes, white robe thrown over his 
shoulders. Black hair almost covering his entire face as he leaned over and shook James. 


Dawn was breaking over the horizon. Orange light was filtering in through the window. He 
rubbed his eyes in confusion and glanced at the clock on the shelf, stuffed between the books. 
The hands read 4:47 am. 


Dawn was still over an hour away. That wasn't sunlight he saw. 


Now that he was awake he could hear people running back and forth just outside Severus's 
door. They were speaking in hushed, anxious voices. James leapt off the bed and scrambled 
toward the window. He couldn't see much, but the fire was coming from the direction of 
Diagon Alley. 


"Get dressed," James said. 
"I'm already dressed." 
"Put on the clothes I bought you. You're signing yourself out." 


"No I'm not," Severus said, his upper lip curling disdainfully. It was the same expression he 
used to wear right before a fight broke out, the "You're-Nothing-But-A-Bug-Underneath-My- 
Shoe" look that always used to push every button James had. It made him want to throttle 
Sev— or maybe throw him over his shoulder and carry him to safety, then throttle him. There 
was going to be throttling. 


"Why are you always so difficult?" James hissed. 
"I'm not difficult. You're difficult." 
Deep breaths. Deep breaths. "Diagon Alley is clearly under attack again." 


"We're not in Diagon Alley. We're in a loony bin. I don't think the Death Eaters have any 
interest in the people here." 


Severus turned around and sat down in the chair beside his desk, his hands clutching at the 
arms in a white-knuckled grip. His entire body was tense, ready to spring, and James sighed 
quietly. Pushing wasn't going to work, that would only make Severus dig his heels in more. 


James went down on his knees in front of him and Severus jumped a little at the sight. "If you 
stay, then I'll stay." 


"You're not a patient, Potter—" 


"I can be. I can donate enough money to get this entire hospital renamed to St Potter if I 
wanted. I can be a patient." 


"Don't be stupid. You're so stupid." 


"Then come with me. Whatever you're scared of, I can protect you from it, but I can't do that 
while you're in here. There are Muggleborn patients here, Muggleborn mediwizards, and the 
Death Eaters don't obey the rules of war." 


Severus looked away. He was still holding onto the chair in a death grip. 
"We need more room!" 
"We need beds! Transfigure those boxes! Put them there!" 


They shared a look. Severus sucked in a breath and pushed himself up with great reluctance, 
while James scrambled for his discarded robes, shoving his legs into his trousers, and 
grabbed his invisibility cloak that was still tucked into a pocket. He pulled it over himself and 
hovered just behind Severus, peering over his shoulder as he cracked the door open. 


At first all James could see were dozens of bodies levitating in mid-air. They undulated, as if 
floating in the middle of an ocean. They weren't patients; many were wearing pyjamas, or 
fancy robes for a night on the town, and all were covered in blood. Healers were rushing 
around, trying to find space for them all while a small contingent of Aurors barked out 
orders. James felt his heart stop when his eyes fell on Sirius. There was a cut running down 
the side of his face. It was still bleeding, still pulsing softly in time to every beat of his heart. 
He looked like a kid standing next to the grizzled, old veteran; a lost little kid who didn't 
know what he had gotten himself into. 


Severus shut the door and he was backing up, pushing past James to tuck into a corner, one 
hand clutching at his throat, fisting his white robe, the other wrapped around his stomach. He 
must have seen Sirius. "Sev—" 


Severus mutely shook his head. His eyes were wild, panicked, a ring of white surrounding a 
black orb. 


James tugged off the cloak and tried logic. "You don't want him to see you? Then we have to 
leave now. You can use my cloak." 


"I don't have a wand. I can't protect myself." His voice sounded strangled. 


Looking at Severus now, at his own hands clawing at his throat, James knew it was useless to 
fight; he wasn't going to budge, not without a wand. "Alright, alright, do you know where 
they put your stuff?" 


"No. They told me they would keep it in storage while I was here." 
"Stay here. I'll go look for it. Don't move." 
"Wasn't planning on it." 


James pulled the cloak back over his head and silently slipped out of the room while the 
Aurors and healers were distracted by the wounded. The other patients had been roused by all 
the commotion, and not all of them were as mentally sound as Sev. One woman kept 
screaming at the top of her lungs behind her locked door, adding to the confusion and 
distress. "YOU’RE KILLING ME! OH GOD, OH GOD, OH GOD! IS IT TIME!? IS IT 
NOW!? HE WAS RIGHT THERE! I PROMISE YOU, HE WAS RIGHT THERE!” 


James was forced to inch along the wall. The floor was swarming with the injured and the 
dying, healers trying desperately to treat them, Aurors rushing up and down the stairs. “This 
is a mental ward,” one healer kept protesting. “My staff isn’t trained for this!” 


“The rest of the hospital is all filled up. Just do the best you can,” the Auror answered. 


“They’ ve got patients lining the hallways over in the main building,” one of the nurses 
whispered to another as they ran past a door behind the nurse's station. James followed after 
them. “And I heard there’s still fighting going on. Knockturn’s practically a warzone.” 


“What if the Death Eaters come here?” The other tremulously asked. 


“You're a half-blood. You don’t have anything to worry about. Jenny on the hand...” A sly 
smile crept across her face. 


The other nurse gasped. “You shouldn’t say things like that! Jenny’s our friend.” 
“That mudblood bitch knew I wanted that promotion...” 


There were doors all along the hall on either side. They flung open one to reveal a storage 
closet and started pulling out linens, loading up their cart until the tower swayed as they 
rolled it back down the hall, toward the main room. As soon as they had left, James got to 
work opening each and every one; surely St Mungo’s held onto patient belongings when they 
checked in. He couldn’t imagine them chucking someone’s wand into a bin. Hopefully they 
didn’t just shove everything into a basement. If that was the case, then James would just have 
to bodily drag Severus out, wand or no wand. 


James opened a door, saw that it was an office, and closed it again. The next one held shelves 
upon shelves of boxes, each one tagged and labeled with a name. Jackpot. James shut the 
door behind him and pulled the invisibility cloak just far enough off his head to breathe a 
little as he scanned the boxes for Sev’s name. Snape, Severus. He snatched the box and 


ripped open the lid. He ignored the ratty old clothes and shoes, the watch, a Muggle ballpoint 
pen, as he dug around inside, until he finally grasped hold of a thin, ebony-coloured wand. 


James lifted his head, his ears pricking, as he heard several screams filter through the thick 
walls of the repository, only to be quickly cut off when several spells were let loose. James 
shoved the wand into his pocket and fixed his cloak before carefully opening the door once 
more. 


(7? 


“Quiet! The next person who speaks, I kill 
Crack! Crack, crack, crack! Crack! 


The distinctive pop of apparition was heard in the distance. James tip-toed to the far end of 
the hallway, away from the main room, to a window that looked out across the street. He 
could see several people appear out of thin air, some looking half-dead and crawling 
desperately to the front entrance, only for more people to appear— People wearing long black 
robes and white masks. He watched as one of the masked wizards lifted his wand and pointed 
it at an elderly man on his hands and knees. It happened so quickly. There was a spark of 
green light, and the elderly man collapsed like a ragdoll. And that was it. It was over. The 
man was dead and the Death Eater marched on, past his corpse still lying on the pavement. 


He’d just seen a murder. James stared, as if waiting for the man to get up again, as if he had 
only slipped and was catching his breath. 


“Open those doors! Make sure there aren’t any more Aurors hiding in here! And someone 
shut that woman up!” 


James slipped back toward the main room. 


There were four Death Eaters in the room, their wands drawn. One of the Aurors was lying 
motionlessly on the tile floor. Sirius was sitting on the ground, his hands and feet tied 
together, and glaring mulishly up at them, blinking away the blood that dripped steadily from 
the cut on his forehead. Fuck. James looked Sirius over, searching every inch of his body, but 
other than the cut he seemed uninjured. The last Auror, the old, grizzled-looking one, was 
kneeling, head bowed, a wand pressed against the back of his skull. The staff and patients 
were all huddled on one end of the room, save for a single healer still working on one of the 
victims the Aurors had brought in earlier; he had been cut to ribbons, and the healer was 
muttering spells wandlessly in a desperate attempt to get the wounds to close. 


“Stand with the others!’ One of the Death Eaters barked out. 
“But he’ll die if I don’t help him!” 


Another of the Death Eaters apparently had enough, because he marched over to the healer 
and his patient, pointed his wand at the wounded man, and whispered, “Avada Kedavra.” The 
man's body stilled, his chest — which had been steadily rising and falling, rising and falling 
with every breath — rose no more. The healer stared blankly at the dead body beneath his 
hands. “There,” said the Death Eater. “It’s finished. Go join the others.” 


James spotted two more Death Eaters, one of whom was shoving confiscated wands into an 
extendable bag. Six total, he thought. That I can see. They were going from room to room, 
dragging out patients and pushing them toward the other hostages. James felt his heart leap 
into his throat when Severus’s door was opened. 


“Snape? Is that you?” The Death Eater asked. He sounded young behind his mask. “Guys! 
Look who it is!” And James saw Severus dragged out of his room by his arm and pushed 
forward. Severus tried to pull away, cringing away from the man's touch, the black-clad hand 
pressing against Severus's back as he shoved him forward. "We thought you had dropped out 
to live as a Muggle or something!" 


He was a dead man. James didn't know who he was underneath that mask, but every 
unwanted touch he pressed into Severus's skin was burned into James's retinas. He was dead. 


Another Death Eater stepped forward, almost rushing. "What are you doing here?" He asked 
in a low voice. He sounded familiar, but James couldn't place it, the quality too muffled by 
the mask. "Severus, answer me." 


Severus's fingers were tangled in his own hair, pulling, tugging, and James was half worried 
he would rip out a chunk of it. He swayed a little on his feet, his eyes darting all over the 
room, never quite focusing on anything. He looked... well, mad. 


"Snape," the Death Eater grabbed his arm and gave him a little shake. "I asked you a 
question." 


Severus yelped. "If there's bustle in your hedgerow, don't be alarmed now. It's just a spring 
clean for the May queen," Severus stammered out and the Death Eater tightened his grip. 


"What are you going on about?" He demanded. 


"Yes, there are two paths you can go by, but in the long run there's still time to change the 
road you're on. Oh, it makes me wonder," Severus answered, humming a little, still pulling at 
his own hair. He looked as crazy as the other patients. Crazier, even. 


Smart, James thought as he watched him. Severus was a surprisingly good actor. Let them 
think you're not a threat. 


James's gaze was momentarily pulled away when he heard a thump. Sirius had jumped in his 
seat, smacking his head against the wall. But if he was in pain, Sirius didn't seem to notice. 
He was too busy staring at Severus with a strangely speculative look in his gaze. 


"He's a fucking loon," the first Death Eater said. "Put him with the others?" 


The other didn't answer at first, but then he pulled Severus out of the other's grasp— gently, 
nudging him away from the healers and patients all grouped together like a herd of sheep, 
back to where the other Death Eaters stood guard. "Take him downstairs," he commanded as 
he tugged Severus's hands out of his hair. "Make sure he's kept away from the fighting. I 
don't want him harmed." 


Severus's hands flew from his hair to grip the Death Eater's sleeve. His eyes were still darting 
around, scanning the room, and James realized with a jolt that Severus was looking for him. 
"Your head is humming and it won't go, in case you don't know, the piper is calling you to 
join him. Can you hear the wind blow? And did you know your stairway lies on the 
whispering wind?" 


"Yes, yes, as you say, Severus," the Death Eater humoured him, pushing him along as if he 
was a recalcitrant child. "Go now. Don't worry. He'll take care of you." 


Severus finally went, dragging his feet, his dark eyes still searching. He disappeared out the 
door, guided by a Death Eater holding him by his shoulder. Severus gave one last look over 
his shoulder and was gone. 


Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
He needed to come up with a plan. Now. 


He moved noiselessly along the wall, toward Sirius. The old Auror, still kneeling, started up a 
dialogue in an attempt to appeal to Death Eaters' reason if not their sympathy. "You're in way 
over your heads. You haven't the numbers to hold St Mungo's or Knockturn. The Aurors are 
already regrouping, and reinforcements will be here any minute. If you run now you're 
guaranteed to escape. No one else has to get hurt." 


He was talking to the Death Eater that had sent Severus out of the room. He turned his 
masked gaze away from the door Severus had disappeared into and looked down at the 
Auror. He didn't answer him, only pointed his wand. 


James shut his eyes against the green light. He heard a soft thud as the body slumped to the 
floor. 


"What about the blood traitor?" One of the Death Eaters asked. 
"He's still a Black. Our Lord might have a use for him." 
Sirius stiffened. James knelt down and squatted close to him, whispering, "Siri..." 


Sirius gave another jump at the sound, smacking his head again. Merlin, he was going to 
brain himself before James got a chance to rescue him. "Got a wand?" 


Sirius gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head, his eyes still staring forward at the 
circling Death Eaters. 


James pulled out his own wand and murmured, "Diffindo." 


None of the Death Eaters noticed the ropes binding Sirius's hands and feet falling to the floor. 
They were too busy dealing with the hostages. 


"He's right. We don't have time to linger," the lead Death Eater announced as he stepped over 
the old Auror's body, toward the healers and the patients, who all shrank back. "So we'll make 
this quick. Tell us which among you are mudbloods, and we'll let the rest of you go." 


No one moved. 


The Death Eater gave an elegant shrug. "Or, we'll just kill you all and be done with it." He 
lifted his wand. 


One of the nurses was shoved forward so hard that she fell on her knees. "Her! Take her! 
She's Muggleborn!" A woman in the crowd screamed. And like a cork popping from a 
champagne bottle, those words unleashed a madness that had been bubbling just underneath 
the surface. 


"He's a mudblood! I've seen his chart!" 

"Take him! Not me!" 

"I'm not Mugglebor! I'm not! She's lying!" 

"Don't be selfish! Admit it!" 

"I can't believe you! You were a bridesmaid at my wedding!" 
"Sorry, sorry, I'm so sorry. I just don't want to die." 


One of the patients, a balding, frail old man jabbed a bony finger at one of the staff members, 
aman James recognized as George the Orderlie from Severus's description of him. "Him! 
He's one of them!" George was built like a beater, with wide shoulders and massive tree- 
trunk arms. He didn't cry out or grovel as one of the Death Eaters pointed his wand at him. 
Instead, George rushed forward in a defiant last stand, grabbing the tip of the wand and 
forcing it upward so that when the spell was loosed it struck the ceiling. He swung out with 
his other fist, punching the Death Eater across his mask, nearly cracking it in half. The other 
Death Eaters all quickly turned on him, wands raised. 


"Stupefy!" James shouted, flinging out a red bolt of light from Severus's wand as he ripped 
away the invisibility cloak. 


Sirius sprang forward, unleashing a curse far Darker than the one James had used. 
"Costafractus!" He held James's wand, and the mahogany wood seemed to resent being used 
in such a way because it bucked wildly in Sirius's grip. 


The purple light hit one of the Death Eaters square in the chest, and James heard each one of 
his ribs snap in half at the impact. 


It was absolute chaos after that. George was still holding onto one of the Death Eaters and 
delivering punch after punch to the man's face. The mask had fallen to the floor, but James 
couldn't make out any of the man's features— there was too much blood, and the dull thuds of 
George's fist colliding into his nose and cheeks had given way to a newer, softer, wetter 
sound. One of the patients — a woman, James thought, though it was hard to tell underneath 
her tangled hair and shapeless white robe — was trying to tear into a Death Eater like a wild 
animal. The others were all running around mindlessly. Some had ducked for cover behind 
the nurse's station, others had made a mad dash for the exit. 


In the distance there came a crack! Crack! Crack! 
"Aurors!" Someone shouted. 
"I can't apparate!" One of the Death Eaters shouted. 


"Of course not, you idiot!" A healer snapped as he ducked out of the way of a rogue spell. 
"This is a mental asylum! There are wards! Do you think we want the patients to escape!?" 


No one answered him. The Death Eaters were racing for the stairs. James dodged a Blasting 
Curse, coughing as a cloud of dust and shattered tile rained on top of his head. He felt Sirius 
grab his shoulder. "Alright?" He asked, looking over him with worried eyes, his hand still 
gripping onto him. "Let's go! We can probably catch them before they reach the barrier!" 


James shook his head. "I've got to find S- Snape. They took him hostage. He needs help." 


A dark shadow crossed Sirius's face. "He'll be fine," Sirius insisted. "You know Snivellus. 
He'll weasel his way out. He's not actually crazy; that was all just for show." 


How did Sirius know that? 


Seeing the confused look on James's face, Sirius responded, "All that 'nonsense' he was 
babbling? Those were the lyrics to 'Stairway to Heaven." James stared blankly. "Led 
Zeppelin. One of the greatest rock bands of all time. Come on, Prongs, you're killing me 
here." 


"He still doesn't have a wand on him," James insisted. "He doesn't even have proper shoes!" 


The expression on Sirius's grew cold; darker. "It's fifth year all over again. You running after 
Snivellus to save him from his own stupid decisions. You're more worried about him than 
you are about me," he spat out. His eyes narrowed, glancing down at his still bare chest. 
James could almost see the thoughts turning in his head. "I thought you came here to rescue 
me, but you didn't. You were already here, weren't you?" 


"Are you going to do your damned job or not?" James snapped and pulled the invisibility 
cloak back over his head. 


James promised him he would keep him safe. So where is he? 


"Lucius must really have a soft spot for you," the Death Eater glibly says. Severus had 
recognized Lucius, of course, and Avery, but he couldn't place this man's voice. Had he even 
been a Slytherin? "I heard rumors, you know, that you were his little half-blood pet. Didn't 
know they were true." 


The man is leading him down a flight of stairs, his grip firm but not bruising. Severus 
maintains his expression of blithe confusion, following dreamily along. Fine, then. Severus 
will just have to rescue himself. 


The Death Eater pulls him into the main lobby on the first floor. It is mostly deserted, but for 
a single corpse left abandoned between two chairs. The early morning light is cresting over 
the horizon, piercing straight into the windows and momentarily blinding them. He glances 
away, at the empty reception desk. He sees files left open, self-writing quills still hovering in 
mid-air, a framed picture, a stuffed animal, scissors. 


The Death Eater lifts his hand, shielding his eyes from the light. He turns away from Severus. 
"Come on, this way—" 


Severus snatches the scissors from the desk and plunges the sharp point into the back of the 
man's neck. 


It is harder to manage than he thought. The scissors are not knife-sharp, the meat and muscle 
of his neck is thick. The Death Eater howls in pain, falls to his knees, lets him go, but he's not 
dead. He's scrambling for his wand. Severus takes off in a run, jumping over chairs. He slips 
a little, the white slippers on his feet don't have enough traction, and he flings them off, 
tossing them behind him, and runs barefoot toward the nearest exit. 


More Death Eaters. He spots the familiar black robes lingering outside with their wands out, 
hiding behind green-leafed hedges and fountains in preparation of an ambush, and Severus 
careens away from the door before they can spot him through the glass. 


Crack! Crack! Crack! He hears the sound of multiple people apparating nearby, followed by 
shouts and the high-pitched shriek of spells being launched through the air. He doesn't know 
where the sounds are coming from, doesn't know if they're aiming at him, but he covers his 
head and runs. 


He runs right into something solid. And invisible. 


Hands wrap around him before he can fall. Familiar hands. He sees James's face as he lifts 
the invisibility cloak and folds it around the both of them. He's kissing him, pressing lips 
against lips and eyes and throat and whispering, "I was so worried about you." 


Severus let's himself drift for a moment, wrapped up in strong arms, feeling safe, before 
focusing on the thing in James's hand. "Is that my wand? Give me." 


James huffs out a laugh, his warm breath washing over Severus's face as he presses another 
kiss to the bridge of his nose. "Merlin, you're bossy. I don't know why I love you." 


"You what?" Severus squeaks out, but there is the sound of boots echoing against tile, not far 
from them, and James drags them both behind a desk and carefully arranges the cloak around 
them. 
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A beam of red light hit an archway above their heads, and James covered Severus with his 
own body, shielding him from the debris that fell down around them. He felt a fist-size chunk 
of plaster hit him in the shoulder. People were running past their hiding spot, shouting, 
screaming spells. "Stop!" Someone yelled, but then there was that tell-tale crack, crack! As 
whoever was running managed to cross the invisible barrier and disapparate. 


"James!? JAMES!?" 
James jerked and lifted his head at the sound of Sirius's voice. 
"Where are you!? If you can hear me, answer me!" 


James, like Pavlov's dog, felt himself respond to the distress in Sirtus's voice. He was about 
to stand up when Severus tightened his grip on James's hand; he looked more frightened 
knowing Sirius was nearby than he had when running from the Death Eaters. 


"It's going to be okay," he whispered. "You can stay under the invisibility cloak if you want." 
He squeezed his hand and let go. He immediately spotted Sirius as he stepped out from 
underneath the cloak and around the desk. "I'm here. I'm okay." 


Sirius stood alone in an empty hall, his wand held loosely in his fingers. The relief on his face 
was palpable. "I'm sorry," he blurted out, rushing forward. "You could have been killed! I 
shouldn't have let you run off like that! I was just upset and—" 


He looked as if he was just about to throw his arms around James's neck when there came a 
sudden sound to James's left, and there appeared Severus's face and shoulders and legs, the 
cloak pooling around his feet as he slipped his hand into James's, pressing into the other 
man's side. In his other hand he held his wand, though it trembled slightly. 


Sirius immediately staggered at Severus's appearance, his arms — still half-raised in their 
aborted hug — falling limply to his sides. His grey eyes flickered down to their joined hands, 
and Severus cocked his chin defiantly. 


"Any survivors?" A woman's voice shouted. 


Sirius stared long and hard for several seconds. "Two here!" He finally answered. "They look 
uninjured." 


The look on Sirtus's face was carefully cool as he handed back James's borrowed wand. 
James managed to shrink his cloak and stuff it into his trouser pocket just as an Auror 
rounded the corner, looking them up and down. "Best get them to a healer just to be safe," 
she said. 


"That's unnecessary," Severus spoke up. The sudden appearance of another person had left 
him tense, his eyes focused on some distant corner of the room as he tried to push away that 
cloying anxiety. 


"You are clearly a patient here. You're not getting discharged until a healer has seen you. And 
you—" She turned to James. She blinked. "Where's your shirt?" 


James laughed awkwardly and didn't answer the question. "We can get there on our own. Is 
there a triage set up somewhere?" 


"Go down the hallway there and just past the double doors. You should be safe. The Death 
Eaters have all cleared out of this section and there are Aurors stationed at every exit." 


James thanked her and nudged Severus along, still holding onto his hand. He could feel the 
burn of Sirius's eyes following him as they left. 


"You're not really going to make me go, are you?" Severus asked. He looked a little sick at 
the thought. The whole of St Mungo's was probably waiting through those doors. That would 
be more people than Severus had seen in over a year. 


"We have to at least let them know you're still alive. I can't just kidnap you." 
"Just throw your money at them. I'm sure the problem will go away then." 


They fell into an awkward silence, Severus's grip growing tighter and tighter the closer they 
got. James swallowed. Now that their lives were no longer in danger it was best to get it over 
with. He couldn't let his words stew in Severus's mind for too long. That would be a recipe 
for disaster. "Look, about what I said back there—" 


"Forget it," Severus interrupted. "I understand. It was a life or death situation. Heat of the 
moment. I'm well aware you're not in love with me." 


"I am though," James blurted out. 


Severus gave him a pitying look. "We've fucked once, and you're clearly the delusional, 
romantic type—" 


"What? You're saying I don't know what I want?" 


"You chased after Lily for five years even though she repeatedly insulted you and called you 
an idiot—" 


"_Well, so do you, so maybe I just have a type." 


"_And then when you finally get your chance with her, you just decide you're not really that 
into her?" Severus continued as though he hadn't been interrupted. 


"No," James insisted, resisting the urge to roll his eyes because that would definitely set 
Severus off. "I realized I was starting to fall for you." 


"You don't have to lie to me, James. I can't afford to play hard to get." He looked at him. 
"You already won me over." He let out a self-deprecating laugh. "I'm kind of an easy lay." 


James ground his teeth together, feeling frustrated and angry and that terrible twisting 
sensation that he had long since recognized as guilt. James knew he had a hand in carving out 
these jagged pieces in Severus's soul that were now cutting into him like broken shards of 
pottery. "You don't believe me? Fine. I'll prove it to you." He pulled out his wand, pointed it 
at the air, and said, "Expecto patronum." 


His Patronus flew from the tip of his wand. The crow circled above their heads, cawing out 
its displeasure and James could almost hear Sev's sneer in its voice. Severus watched it fly, 
but not quite grasping the significance of it. "Impressive." 


"Our Defense professor last year taught us how to do it. To summon it, you have to focus on 
something that makes you happy. Really, truly happy. At first, I tried using a memory of my 
friends, and it sort of worked. You could sort of see the outline of a stag, but it never really 
solidified." James looked at him. "Then I decided to focus on a different memory. A memory 
of you, asleep, lying next to me. That's when it appeared." James held out his arm and the 
crow landed gracefully. It wasn't corporeal in the same sense as a real crow was. The 
Patronus was completely weightless. "Go tell my parents that I'm safe," James commanded. 
"They're probably worried sick." The crow took off, its wings beating silently as it soared. 


Severus watched it fly and disappear through a wall. James felt his nerves bubbling inside of 
him, and slowly, slowly, Severus turned his head to focus his black gaze on him. "Is all that 
true?" 


"Yes," James breathed out. "You don't have to say anything. It's okay." /t's okay if you don't 
love me back, he thought. Once, he would have raged at the thought of something just out of 
his reach. Thrown a tantrum like a toddler. Like with Lily. Tormenting Sev, trying to 
blackmail her into a date; he felt the flush of shame at remembering it. He liked to think he'd 
grown up since then, and even if it hurts — and it does, it hurts so much sometimes — he knew 
he would survive and carry on. 


"I— I have to think on it." 


James nodded. He kind of expected it. His life wasn't that sort of novel. He wasn't the hero of 
this story. And anyway, you probably should have chosen a better place to declare your 
undying love than a blood-covered hospital hallway, James thought derisively. The least you 
could have done was give him flowers. 


Severus didn't remove his hand though, and James felt his fingers intertwine with his own. 


James stood nervously outside Sirius's apartment. He checked his watch. Three hours. He's 
been waiting three hours. Well, Sirius has to come out sooner or later. He can't keep ignoring 
James forever. A neighbor stared at him as she passed on the way to the lift; James flashed 
her a smile and hoped she didn't call the police on him. This feels familiar. 


A memory came to him, one of Severus, in his ratty old school uniform, standing outside 
Gryffindor Tower as he waited for Lily to show up, to beg her forgiveness. 


The lock clicked and James straightened up. Sirius's shaggy head popped out, a leather jacket 
draped over one arm, did a double-take when he saw James, and sighed. "Merlin, get it over 
with then," he said, and James could smell the lingering stench of alcohol on his breath. 


"Look, I know we've always had this rivalry going on with Severus, but I really think that if 
you—" 


"Rivalry?" Sirius sputtered, reeling back a little as if he'd been slapped. "You think I'm upset 
over a stupid, schoolyard rivalry?" 


"Then what—" 


Sirius shook his head, his mouth twisted in pain. "Lily was one thing. At least when you were 
panting after Lily I could tell myself that it wasn't about me. You just didn't like blokes. You 
couldn't help it. But with Snivel/us— a man that poor and ugly and unpleasant and you still 
chose him over me." 


"Siri—" James struggled to explain. J love you, but I'm not in love with you. 


"Don't bother," he snapped, throwing the jacket on. "I get it. I'm not good enough. I'll never 
be good enough. Go stick your dick in that greasy git, see if I care. Hope it rots off." He 
slammed his door shut and shouldered past James. 


The entire way home, James vacillated between extremes. Fuck him. He was always so 
damned needy anyway. It felt like I was walking on eggshells half the time. I'm my own 
person. I can't be a 'Marauder' forever. We all grow up, he thought as he waited to cross the 
street. Oh, oh, Merlin, it hurts. He was my brother, he was supposed to be my brother. Why 
did he want more than that? Why couldn't he have been happy with that? He's been a part of 
me since I was eleven. How am I supposed to go on without him? James despaired, as he 
slogged his way down the sidewalk. 


By the time he reached an area safe enough to apparate, he felt as if he had been bled dry. 
There were no more emotions to be rung out of him. He was numb, numb to everything. 


He apparated home, to the sprawling Georgian manor that he had grown up in. He walked 
down the gravel drive, around the vast lawn, towards his father's gardens. He spotted the dot 
of black ink against the wash of colours immediately. Severus was sprawled among the 
flowers, his N.E.W.T. prep book in hand, headphones attached firmly to his ears. 


His emotions returned. He was not yet numb after all, and he let himself collapse on the grass 
beside Severus, laying his head on the other man's stomach. A feeling of safety welled up 
inside of James as he felt those long, pale fingers sink into his hair, scratching at his scalp. 


"How did it go?" 
James grunted. 
"Maybe you just need some time apart, like Lily and I." 


Empty platitudes. James knew Severus would be more than happy if Sirius stayed far, far 
away from either of them. 


"Enough pouting. What will make you happy?" 

James traced patterns on Severus's thigh. "Go with me to London tomorrow?" 
Severus stiffened a little. 

"To a small restaurant. Very cozy. Intimate." 


"I— alright," Severus reluctantly agreed, and then, as if preparing for battle and finding a 
hidden well of courage, he asserted, more firmly, "Yes. I'll go with you." 


James smiled into his stomach. "What are you listening to you?" 
"Velvet Underground. You wouldn't like it. Too edgy for you." 
"Liar. I've seen your collection. I know you like that hippie singer-songwriter shit." 


He heard Severus chuckle and then the headphones were slipped over his ears. 


Blackbird singing in the dead of night 

Take these broken wings and learn to fly 

All your life 

You were only waiting for this moment to arise 
You were only waiting for this moment to arise 
You were only waiting for this moment to arise 


"I love you," he heard Severus whisper somewhere above him. 


James lifted his head off of his stomach, pulling down the headphones. "Hm? What was 
that?" 


Severus was blushing. "I said I have to use the loo. Get up." 


James grinned and readjusted the headphones back over his ears as he settled down on 
Severus's stomach once more. "Sorry? Can't hear you over the music." 


"Is this supposed to be a joke? Because I'm not laughing." 
"You never laugh at my jokes," James pouted. 

"Tell a funny one then." 

"That's the meanest thing you've ever said to me." 


He could feel the muscles in Severus's stomach clench with barely suppressed giggles. James 
grinned and wrapped his arms around him, drifting to the sound of music. 
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